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Chapter 1

[image: ]




My day began with my mom’s voice in my ear, going on and on and on about my grades and the crap dye job on my hair, blabbity-blah-blah-blah. Dad had already gone off to work, so he was spared one more coronary moment by my hands. Liz just stared at me from across the table. Her mouth hung open.

“Wow, Eric,” she breathed, giving me a disgusting view of half-eaten cereal in her mouth.

“Look, if my prescription were updated, we wouldn’t be having these accidents with Punk ‘N Go, would we?” I retorted.

Mom rolled her eyes as she set down empty glasses by our plates. I immediately filled mine with milk. “All you need to do is tell us if you think your eyes have gotten worse, for heaven’s sake. It’s not as though setting up appointments with Dr. Stubbs means cutting your jugular open and sticking a straw in it.” Mom glanced at Liz, who’d redirected her jaw-dropping to her. “What?”

“Fine, fine. I’ll make an appointment, but I’m not changing my hair color. Seriously—what’s the fuss? So I’ve got blue streaks in my hair. Big deal.”

“Streaks?” Liz echoed. “What streaks? You look like you’ve just shampooed in Smurf blood.” 

I narrowed my eyes at my sister but took the high road.

In boring arguments like this, it was always best to keep that stiff upper lip thing and not respond. It said a lot about character, especially with me being three years younger than Liz. What was it about adults that they forgot what it felt like being a teenager?

“Anyway, Eric,” Mom continued, “there’s this matter about your grades.” 

I sighed. “Yeah, I know.” 

She kept talking as she bustled around the kitchen. My grades stank, what was up with my Chemistry exams, why couldn’t I demonstrate as much interest in Geometry as I did Art, yadda, yadda, yadda? I waited until her back was turned before fishing out my little vial of blue food coloring from my jacket pocket, which I quickly unstopped and emptied into my milk. There were only a few drops left as I’d made good use of my supply, and I made a mental note to wander off to the supermarket for refills after school. The resulting color wasn’t as deep as I’d hoped. Nothing stole one’s thunder more than a sky-blue concoction, when one intended something along the lines of denim. Because, you know, art.

Liz watched me in horrified fascination as I drank my Blue Breakfast Beverage in three massive gulps, hoping that my milk moustache made the perfect complement to my hair despite its wimpy shade.

“You’re so mature,” she muttered, shaking her head.

I pushed back my chair and stood up just as Mom turned around, eggs and bacon neatly piled on the platter she held. 

“I gotta go,” I said. “I’ll be late for school.”

“As if punctuality made a difference before,” Liz said.

“What about breakfast?”

“Can’t. Sorry, no time.”

I gave Mom a purposefully loud, sloppy kiss, leaving a sky-blue smear on her cheek, and then shuffled off. I only had two pieces of toast with butter and blue milk, and I knew Mom was about to pounce on me with that grease pile she was going to set down on the table. I was sure she also knew that her efforts wouldn’t have made a smidge of difference. I wasn’t going to risk a premature heart attack over a full belly; besides, solid sustenance was bad news to the ethereal.

After brushing my teeth, I gave my hair one more critical look. My home dye job wasn’t as bad as everyone insisted, but then again, my family had always been a bit drama queen-ish over the smallest, most insignificant things.

They’d voiced concerns over my complexion as if genetics didn’t play a part. I could trace my paleness back to my great, great grandmother, who was, by all accounts, this delicate little thing who couldn’t stay out in the sun for too long. They’d complained about my skinniness, too. Well, Mom had, anyway, and she never bought into the “late bloomer” argument. My hair was too shaggy, though it never reached past the top of my ears, with the back cut close and super short and the layers growing longer the higher they sprouted on my skull before spilling over my forehead.

Their complaints placed more weight on the fact that my bangs covered my eyes. They shouldn’t whine, really. I used to edge my eyes with a thin line of black. I could still remember that odd sound my dad made when I came down for breakfast looking pale, sullen, and kohl-rimmed for the first time. He made me think of a squirrel with TB. Knowing their responses to eyeliner, I thought that hiding my eyes under my bangs would be a kindness to them, but no. They were only slightly appeased when I began to wear glasses, which served as another shield, but they knew they couldn’t do crap about my fashion sense.

I mean, Jesus, I was sixteen—not to mention bored out of my mind.

A stern warning from the principal’s office killed the eyeliner use after a week, but I found comfort in the thought that my glasses served as replacement eye edging.

The frames were black, plastic, narrow rectangles, and they worked, I guess, well enough for my purpose.

Now, of course, my problematic black shag had been given a bit of a facelift, and I’d worked random blue streaks all over: Punk ‘N Go, the best hair color brand for penny-pinching teenagers. Smurf blood? Whatever.

* * * *
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School was school that day. Same tired classes, same tired teachers, same struggle between the boring-ass elite and everyone else. Same longing stares behind my sketchbook, all aimed at Mr. Cleland, my art teacher, same smirking jokes from the Dumb-As-Bricks In Crowd, a few grimaces of disgust from God-Shoot-Me-Now-You’re-So-Freaking-Boring conservative types, a smattering of appreciative comments from random kids here and there. “Cool hair! Can you do mine in magenta?”

The Quill Club—also known as the Queer Club since, apparently, aspiring teenage poets were believed to be angst-filled queer kids or plain touched in the head—didn’t seem too keen on meeting that day, but a couple of people in the group tried to organize an impromptu wiener gorge at Dog-In-A-Bun, which was smack in the center of downtown Vintage City.

“I just got myself a copy of Wilfred Owen’s poems at Olivier’s,” Peter said as we ambled out of Renaissance High’s main building. Really, the school was only one building. “Took me forever to find it, but for fifty cents, the dust and asthma were well worth it.”

“Are you going to bring it to the wiener gorge?”

Peter flashed me an iffy grin. “You want to see it?”

I shrugged. “Sure, why not? You’ve been geeking out a lot over his work, so I’d like to check it out.”

Surprise turned to open pleasure. “I have to go home for it, though. I’ll meet you at the Dog.”

“We’re all supposed to be there in an hour.”

“Right. Later, Eric.”

I watched him jog toward his car, his tattered denim jacket nearly sliding off his shoulders with the weight of his backpack dragging it down. Peter Barlow was my best friend—the stereotypically quiet and overachieving mixed-Asian kid from an aloof and overachieving interracial family. Unless pissed off at me, he couldn’t express himself very well but for poetry and an occasional rebellious fashion statement: his old denim jacket. It was a thrift store buy, which he’d purposefully ripped up, marred with paint, and covered in all kinds of buttons with anti-censorship slogans (found them online, he said). He only wore that jacket once he was within school borders. Then he’d take it off and stuff it in his backpack before showing up at home. Sometimes I’d keep it for him. Otherwise, he was this clean cut, neatly dressed boy from one of the swankier neighborhoods of Vintage City.

As for me, I usually rode a fixed gear bike to school, but I decided to ditch the bike that day for a casual stroll. Nothing really fed a bored artist than an occasional walk through Vintage City’s gray and grimy landscape.

With the architecture mirroring European cities from two hundred years ago—which included the filth and stench of decaying brick, stagnant pools of water, and assorted refuse from homeless people peering out of the shadows of dingy alleys—Vintage City nicely lived up to its name. We were subjected to occasional fog with a sickly cast, no thanks to our chemical-belching factories, as well as rain that seemed to be made of liquid metal.

The city had always nurtured a love-hate thing with technology. We’d actually had a humble biotech industry several years ago, but bad management, shady practices, corruption, and several accidents that maimed, killed, or exposed workers to hazardous materials led to the closure of the largest genetics company and the migration of the rest of the smaller ones.

What a totally weird thing to turn the clock back as though everyone was determined to blot things out and pretend like we were better off returning to what used to be.

Technological advances were almost always disguised in two-hundred-year-old masks, so that shiny new conveniences still appeared dated, and people were pretty keen on maintaining the city’s old school charm.

Heck, City Hall always boasted about the Department of Antiquaries, whose main job was to maintain a certain old-fashioned aesthetic from one end of the city to another. There was even a proposition drawn before about the use of gas lamps over electric bulbs, but that was one step too far for everyone, and the voters took care of that. Besides, how could one justify the presence of television and computers in houses that weren’t allowed electric bulbs? The Department of Antiquaries obviously enjoyed one too many hours on their two-hundred-year-old bongs.

That said, we were never high on tourists’ itineraries.

In fact, it’s safe to say that we were never anywhere near anyone’s itinerary. I guess we were either too ugly or too much of a cliché, but no one in the city seemed to mind because in the end, the world left us alone to wallow in our dinginess and phony baloney historical glamour.

Since I didn’t ride my bike to school that day, I took the “flying” train to downtown Vintage. It was one of two rail systems we had, and it was an aerial train—efficient and convenient and appropriately rickety and seriously faux-weathered. The cars were full as usual. It was always my luck, no matter what time of the day I boarded. I was forced to stand by the door of the last car, staring blankly ahead or with my nose between the battered pages of a two-dollar novel.

Then it happened. 
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Chapter 2
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I was on page fourteen when an explosion rocked the train, throwing people off their seats and knocking them against the floor, the windows, and each other.

I dropped my book as I pitched forward, a quick grab of the vertical handrail that secured one of the side seats saving me from being crushed by catapulting bodies. The lights flickered violently and then died altogether. People’s screams filled the air. I clung to the bar with both hands, dazed, barely taking note of the odd angle of our car as it sat on the tracks.

“Oh, my God, we’re going to fall!” a woman shrieked. 

“The door! Quick! Go to the next car!”

We were on the verge of losing our footing. Our car leaned at a slight angle, with the front end being the highest point.

Smoke began to filter inside, and when I looked around, I found the car now sported a burned rear, and small flames sliced through the thickening clouds of smoke that were slowly filling the air. People who sat at the back clawed and stumbled their way to the front, their clothing scorched, with some of them trailing smoke behind.

I saw no one left on the floor or the seats, thank God.

The side door at the spot where I stood had slid partly open and was rattling dangerously. I never knew until then just how flimsy and light those doors were. At the front end of the car, another door had been forced open, and people were pushing their way to the car ahead. I could hear the creaking and groaning of metal from outside, and then our car lurched, tipping some more, and it swayed a little. I could barely stand up. My feet kept slipping over the floor, and in an effort to pull myself up, I kicked hard against the weakened side door. It rattled, beeped a couple of times, and then slid fully open.

“Shit!”

I could see the city from where I now dangled, my hands aching as they held on to the bar, my legs poking out the door, unable to find purchase because of the car’s incline.

Screams mingled with the smell of burning rubber, wires, and steel. It felt as though the car now half-hung in space, its front barely clinging to the car ahead of it, which was well on its way to being dragged off the rail, too, to plunge several stories below, where traffic lay snarled.

Amid the confusion, I thought I heard laughter—hysterical laughter—and frenzied violin music coming from somewhere. No, really. What the hell? The car shuddered once again, the sudden jolt loosening my grip, and I slid away, howling. I bumped against one of the side seats that flanked the broken door before falling out completely and tumbling into space. I heard the damaged car finally tear off the rail, taking everyone else with it.

The descent was quick. I fell a few feet, screaming my throat raw, and then all of a sudden got caught in a strong circle of arms. Instinct took over, and I immediately squirmed around and clung to whoever—whatever—caught me, my arms looped around hard, muscular shoulders. What little air that was left in my lungs got knocked out of me completely, and all I could do was squeak and gasp for breath. My vision swam. My glasses clung to my head by one temple with a death grip around my right ear. There was something else—something much closer—and it flapped before me in a dark flash of fabric.

A cloak? A curtain? A cape? In the midst of the confusion and the noise, it moved in the wind with a thick rustling sound that made everything all the more surreal, and time seemed to slow to a crawl though things happened in mere seconds. The thought that I was hanging from someone’s shoulders lost its bizarre impact on me.

In fact, I’d actually ignored it. Instead, I remembered the train and realized that it was all over for me. I waited to be crushed and so braced myself. 

Oh, God, I thought, pinching my eyes shut. What a way to go. I’m too young for this shit.

I could hear the passengers’ muffled screams, more breaking glass, and the groaning of steel. Any second now, I kept telling myself, and it would be over. Hopefully it would be quick, and I wouldn’t feel a thing.

The mangled car, rather than catch up with me and totally obliterate me with its weight, never touched me, though I could feel and hear how close it was, like the voices and the heat from the fire that, I was sure, continued to spread inside.

No, it never touched me. The car had been cushioned by something and now gently glided down to earth with me.

There was a jolt. Then I felt someone’s hand grab the back of my jacket and pull me down, and I was dragged off my safety perch to land with an embarrassing plop on my butt on the pavement.

“Jesus, what the hell?”

I blinked and looked up to find a tall, broad figure looming before me, its thick arms stretched up, the damaged train car held securely above me as though it weighed nothing. A pair of dark eyes flashed. “Move,” a low voice growled, and I did, scrambling to my feet and stumbling several yards away. There was a grunt, more metallic creaking, and I glanced over my shoulder in time to see the car set down with a clumsy bump.

The large figure quickly leaped inside the smoke-filled compartment. Within seconds, bruised and frightened passengers swarmed out in various states of shock.

The damage was at the rear, and it was extensive.

Twisted and blackened steel, broken glass, and dying flames were all that were left of the car’s second half. I looked up to find a section of the aerial tracks obliterated.

The rest of the train remained on the tracks, and I thought I could see another figure leaping—leaping!—from the old Banner Warehouse rooftop across the street and onto the train tracks, just behind the last car, which had been derailed. Its torn end poked off to the side, but thankfully it wasn’t dislodged far enough to endanger both it and the rest of the train. The figure was moving it back on the rails and pushing it forward to safety.

My jaw had long dropped to the ground. “Holy cow,” I breathed as I strained to watch what was happening above. “What’s that?”

“Are you all right?”

“What?” I blinked and turned to the person who’d just addressed me. “Oh.”

“I asked if you were all right.”

He was a vision from head to foot. Strong, angular, dark features, his body sculpted by Olympian gods. If he wasn’t born this way, he probably was an obsessive-compulsive gym-bot. He had a cleft in his chin. Jesus Henry Christ on a cracker, he had a cleft in his chin. It was so pronounced that he could sideline as a letter-holder if he wanted.

He wore a bodysuit in a green shade so dark that one could mistake it for black unless the light touched it at certain angles. He also wore a cape in the same color. That certainly cleared up a few mysteries. I stared, and I didn’t care. I wondered if, rather than have his costume already made for him, he simply stood naked before his personal tailor and had all that bottle-green spandex sewn on him, given his bulk and the mind-blowing physics required for it to get inside such a tight getup. His hair reminded me of Edwardian Cambridge undergraduates, but that might have been because I’d recently developed a fanboy obsession with E.M. Forster’s Maurice—thank you, Internet! He had the coy-yet-windswept intellectual look down. I wondered what brand of mousse he used.

“I’m fine, yeah,” I stammered once I dislodged my tongue from my throat. It was sure a good thing that I hadn’t been aware of how beautiful this man was when he caught me; otherwise, I’d have developed a boner while nearly plastered to his body, and it would have been embarrassing. Then again, he might not have felt it, anyway. It’d likely take nothing short of an aroused horse for him to feel something poking against his marble-like wall of muscles.

He only gave me a cursory glance, which seriously broke my heart. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure, and can we do that again on our first date?” was the answer I wanted to give, but I ended up saying, “I’m sure, thanks.”

He nodded, gave me a final once-over with zero emotion anywhere, and turned his attention to the other passengers, who either stood or sat on the ground, wide-eyed and gaping at him. They were all fine, they said in halting speech. Then, in the midst of wailing sirens, falling debris, and shaken and bruised victims, he flew up to join the other flying guy above and busied himself with the damaged train.

Within seconds, an army of police cars screeched to a halt nearby. Helicopters appeared above, and I exchanged stunned glances with the others. When I looked away to scan the immediate vicinity, I caught sight of something familiar lying on the ground a few feet away, mixed in with all kinds of debris.

It was my poor book, half burned and missing a good chunk of the first half of its contents. Was it a metaphor for my life’s suckage levels? Nah, it was just a book that was all used and torn—oh, hell, why not? Yeah. Hell, yeah, it was total metaphor for my life’s suckage levels.

The wiener gorge was forgotten. I was held up by the police for an obscenely long time for questioning before being let go. How I managed to find my way home was a mystery I never fully solved since I seriously didn’t want to call home and have someone pick me up. Only Liz was around when I got home. She saw me drag myself through the door, but before she could say anything, I hurried up the stairs to my room and quickly took a shower and changed. She didn’t ask any questions, but I knew she had a few percolating in that Satan-born college sophomore brain of hers.

I said nothing about my adventures that evening and went about my homework and chores in a daze. Even Mom’s nagging over the garbage that I forgot to dump that morning didn’t faze me. As far as I was concerned, my world had just experienced a pretty epic shift, and after scribbling another heart-wrenching haiku in my journal followed by lights out, I thought about my new idol, making sure that his face was the last thing I saw before I finally drifted off. 
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Vintage City was all abuzz with the events of the previous day. From a dreary, sooty, acid rain-drenched metropolis no one would care to visit, we suddenly turned into a dreary, sooty, acid rain-drenched battleground between the forces of good and evil. No, really.

“This is unbelievable,” Dad said as he frowned over the morning paper while Mom refilled his coffee mug.

“I hope we’re not being invaded,” Liz piped up with a mouthful of cereal. I really didn’t know where my sister got her table manners. “I know those two flying guys helped out, but how can we trust them, for sure? Maybe they rigged everything!”

I snorted. “What for? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I smell a conspiracy theory here,” Mom said as she took her place at the table. “We can’t really know for sure, Liz, but I’d rather give them the benefit of the doubt. Why on earth would they set things up? How could they profit?”

“Yeah, really. It isn’t as though the city’s filthy rich or anything,” I appended, and Mom nodded.

“I don’t know. Something tells me they’re bad news.”

“I know for a fact that they’re not.” Well, that was a pretty bold thing to say, and I didn’t catch myself until it was too late. I looked around. At least Dad didn’t seem to be listening in on the conversation. He continued to read his paper, his brows deeply furrowed, his mouth moving silently as he carried on, absorbed.

“And how would you know that?”

I shrugged and met Liz’s gaze steadily. “Instinct.” What epic bull. According to Dad, the police had confirmed it had been sabotage—that the last car’s link to the rest of the train had been weakened, and sticks of explosives had been responsible for the devastation of the aerial tracks. It had been either blind luck or the criminal dude’s incompetence that the explosives had gone off after the last car had rattled past it.

The second idea freaked me a bit. A bumbling, idiot-y criminal could wreak way greater havoc by accident.

Liz seemed to know it was bull, and she laughed (after she swallowed her food, thankfully). “Whatever, Eric, whatever,” she said before drinking her orange juice. “I’ll bet you, though, that if anything like the train incident happens again, we’ll see those two guys at the scene, rescuing people and making a grand show of things.”

“That’s really lame. They never showed off yesterday.”

“And how do you know that?” Liz paused, her eyes narrowing. “Eric, you’re not telling us something, are you? Were you there yesterday?”

Damn. Mom and Dad stared at me now, both looking very, very surprised in that parental surprised kind of way that, well, parents had. Pretty hard to describe, but it was there. Unfortunately my brain worked too slowly that morning, and I was still fishing around for something to say when Liz pounced.

“You were there!” she cried. “And you never told us last night! No wonder you looked like hell!”

“It was a shitty day in school.”

“Eric,” Dad warned.

“Sorry. All right, I was there. Satisfied?” I went on with a summary of my adventures, leaving nothing out but the sudden and explosive attraction I felt toward my caped hottie rescuer.

My family had long known I was gay, and though in the end—once the dust settled from the surprise that followed my coming out, that is—they were pretty cool with it, I was sure they wouldn’t take to the idea of a romance between their son and some bizarre flying man as well as I’d have liked them to. They might be a reasonable bunch, but I knew my family had their limits, and I wasn’t ready to test those limits yet.

“Okay, that’s it,” Mom blurted out, throwing her hands up. “No more trains for you and anyone else in this household. Take the bus. I don’t care if slugs on Valium outpace those things, just take them!”

“Mom, buses could be the next ones to be sabotaged.”

“Well, what do you want? We can’t be held hostage by terrorists!” She glowered at me from where she sat, digging her fork into the skinny and rather dry-looking sausages on her plate. “Take the bus, Eric, and don’t argue.”

“If public transport freaks you out, you can always walk,” Liz piped up. “You can pick up as much grime as you can before you reach school. Make a fashion statement. Start a new Goth trend.”

“I’m not Goth. I’m being sixteen.”

“Oh, jeez.”

“Anyway, a building or crane or even a plane can be sabotaged, and I’ll be crushed by falling debris—brains and entrails all over the sidewalk. Way cool.”

“God, you’re morbid.”

“It’s genetic, and you’re a late bloomer.”

* * * *
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Public transportation didn’t freak me out as much as my family believed. I was only speculating, but as always, no one understood. I told no one in school about what had happened to me the previous day—only that I hadn’t been able to make it to the wiener gorge because the train had got blown up. My silence saved me quite a bit of grief, for sure, since no one talked about anything but the Flying Men Incident all day long. All the adolescent synaptic action nearly brought the entire school down with its crazy-ass crackling. If only Liz were there; she could’ve believed herself dead and in heaven, what with all the conspiracy theories that students were hatching. The most popular one—and most plausible, I guess—was the one about the Department of Antiquaries hiring a couple of super-aliens to rip the city apart in order to create an even greater atmosphere of Gothicism, one along the lines of abbey ruins all over Europe. I had to look that one up online when I realized there was more than one meaning to “gothic.”

“You missed the book,” Peter said as we wasted time in the library. It was the only place for us to hang out when it rained, and we were too broke for a burger or two at one of the fast food joints across the street. Apparently Peter left his money at home, so he was kinda sorta broke. “Are you still interested in checking it out?”

“Yeah, sure.”

He pulled the book out of his backpack and handed it to me with a shy little smile. “You’re into heavy stuff like Hesse, so maybe this is too simplistic for you.”

“How can you be so sure? I’ve never read war poetry before. Anyway, I can never figure out what Hesse’s trying to say in his stories, though I’m sure it’s something like ‘life’s a bitch, and then you die.’ I’m sampling other stuff now.”

To be fair, I tried to get into Hesse because my favorite English teacher, Miss Blundstone, challenged me into reading more advanced fiction after seeing my passion for literature when I was fifteen. So I picked Hesse because I wanted to show off. Turned out to be kind of a bad decision in the end because, like I said, I seriously had no fucking idea what his books were about.

Had she not succumbed to cancer, she’d have still been my unofficial mentor. I owed her a lot and, God, I missed her. Biting off more than I could chew was my way of honoring her memory, it looked like. I felt like an idiot when I gave up on Hesse, but seeing how Jules Verne’s books were classics, I felt that my switch to Victorian sci-fi/adventure/fantasy stuff would be forgiven. Besides, I found that I liked them way more.

“I guess. I don’t know. You can borrow it. I’m halfway through the book, but you can have it for a while.”

I glanced at Peter and noted his stiff, fidgety figure across the table as he stared at the book in my hands. His shoulders were pulled up rather high—like to his ears—and he visibly winced.

“You okay, Peter?”

“What? Yeah, I am.”

“Hey, if you need to take a leak or something, it’s cool. I’m not keeping you.”

“No, no, I’m fine!” He laughed, suddenly coloring. “Sorry, am I squirming again?”

I nodded, but catching sight of another fleeting look of pain or nervousness on his face made me hold myself back.

Peter was the anxious type. I always blamed his family for forcing him into a situation of secrecy and denial with their crazy, sky-high standards. He wasn’t a drop-dead gorgeous boy, but he was still attractive. I’d never talked to his parents, but I’d seen them at a tolerable distance, which was probably where they preferred to keep me. He inherited his English dad’s coloring and height and his Japanese mom’s eyes, hair, and cheekbones. He also inherited his parents’ scientific brains, which bummed him out because his natural bent was artistic, and he excelled in everything else. I’d always thought him appealing in more understated ways, but he seemed uncomfortable with praise and had a ready rebuttal on his lips whenever someone—me included—would dare say something good about his appearance.

“Hey, you look nice and fresh this morning!” would always be countered with, “I just took a shower. It must be the new soap.” “Man, I wish I didn’t have acne problems. You’re lucky!” would be voided with, “I’ve got scars from chicken pox all over my back. Can’t get rid of those, unlike zits.” “Your haircut looks good on you!” would be brushed off with, “The barber had a good day.”

After a while, we all learned not to praise him. It was sad.

He also tended to hide under layers of clothing, but I’d seen him in just a t-shirt, and he was pretty built. Not like a jock, but trimmer and just as firm. He took tennis lessons, he told me, practically every day. He’d been doing them for at least a couple of months now. I always thought of it as a bit over-the-top—even obsessive-compulsive—considering Peter’s notable lack of interest in athletics.

Holding my tongue, I skimmed through the book’s introduction and flipped to a random page and verse somewhere in the middle: But the old man would no so, but slew his son, And half the seed of Europe, one by one.

I glanced up and met his gaze. “Thanks,” I breathed. “I’d love to read the rest.”

Peter heaved a sigh of relief and slumped against his chair. He smiled—no, grinned—one of his rare, huge, irrepressible grins and nodded. “I’m sure you’ll like them. I actually thought of you when I bought it.”

“My sister said I’m morbid.”

His grin widened even more. “Case closed.”

“I’m starving. You got time today? We can have something sweet and murderous at my home. It’s free.”

The grin faded, settled into a small, wan smile. Peter shook his head. “Thanks, but not today.”

“Oh. Tennis practice or something?”

He hesitated and scratched the back of his head, grimacing a little. “No, not that. I just can’t, Eric. Not today.”

I didn’t push him, even though the air between us just reverberated with tension. He shrugged helplessly and looked back down at the book that lay open before him—and which he’d never given any attention to since he’d brought it out. As he lost himself in his reading, I slowly realized I sat, tensed and uncomfortable, on my chair as well. I shook off the feeling with a soft, irritated snort, stretched my arms above me as I yawned, and slumped back, feeling loose-limbed and mellow.

I suppose I grew more annoyed with Peter’s parents. The anxiety in their son was really catching. I also wondered if Peter’s older brother—whom I never met and whom Peter was always reluctant to talk about—suffered from the same pressure. Wouldn’t be surprised if he did and he were on his way to being president of the country.
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About a week after the train incident, reports of street criminals getting caught by one or both of those flying men began to infiltrate the local news.

On Monday, a purse snatcher ran into an alley with his spoils, only to find himself hoisted up by his grubby shirt and jacket. According to reports, the little douchebag was taken and flown over to the nearest patrolling cop car and dumped unceremoniously in front of it.

The thug was too frightened to do anything more than cower, and the cops were too stunned to demand answers.

“I believe this gentleman’s yours, Officer,” the bizarre flying man reportedly said, even pointing at the woman’s purse that was just snatched. Then he flew off before anyone could utter a word.

His physical description matched my rescuer: dark features, incredible physique, unbelievable strength. Oh, how my lonely evenings drifted along in awesome waves, my imagination filled with what’s-his-name in all kinds of dangerous adventures with me. My hormones fired up, it certainly didn’t take much time for me to catch on, and I looked forward to reading the newspaper and watching the local news every day, hoping to see more reports on my idol. He’d yet to be identified, but after the fourth lowlife was cornered and hauled off to the police, everyone began to relax, convinced Bizarre Flying Man was on the side of justice.

“The conspiracy’s so blatant, it hurts my brain reading about it,” Liz sniffed.

“Then don’t read,” I said. “Easy enough, no?”

“That would be giving up. I want to figure them out and do something about it.”

I stared at her, frowning. “And what can you do? Gnaw their ankles ‘til they confess? You’d be smashed to a pulp before you could even lift a finger. Their ankles might be made of granite, for all we know.”

“There’s such a thing as going through the proper channels. Duh.”

I’d rather not know what those proper channels were, considering how many supervisors and political figures had been kicked out of office because of corruption for as long as I could remember. Really, one couldn’t help but remember, what with Dad going on a total rampage every time he read the politics section of the newspaper.

On Thursday, it was a carjacker. That same evening, an attempted robbery at Mr. Li’s Asian market was foiled. On Friday, it was a small gang of kids who were defacing the founder’s statue in the main square. The following day, it was a couple of drunk drivers attempting a drag race.

In two of those instances, it was Bizarre Flying Man’s companion who got the criminals, and if BFM was elusive, this other guy was even more so. He was described as not as exceptionally built as his flying crime-fighting buddy; he didn’t wear a cape, and he wore a half-mask. From different reports as well, he didn’t seem to be possessed with the same strength as BFM, but he was way, way faster and more agile. He refused to speak unless forced to say something, and once he dumped a thug or two at the police station’s doorstep, he’d fly off—sometimes run away in a literal flash. As a team, BFM and Speedo—I’d yet to find out names here—complemented each other perfectly.

For my part, I began to develop a simmering, pissy-ass kind of jealousy. It was hell enough to fall hard for some weird superhuman type, knowing one could never measure up to those standards. It was even more hellish knowing one’s object of lusty and romantic fantasies already had a partner—someone who not only complemented him with his own special powers, but also one who might very well be BFM’s boyfriend. Who cared if he wasn’t gay?

This was my fantasy and my bed sheets that were always demolished. As far as I was concerned, BFM was.

That said, I’d learned to half-anticipate, half-dread the news. I’d check my clock while my brain slowly leaked out of my ears because of homework, and when the moment came, I’d sail downstairs, looking totally bored, yawning and stretching my arms or cracking my neck. My sister always hated that. Of course, when I did, it always happened to be at around the time of the local news. This was a coincidence that wasn’t noticed until after the first week.

“Your timing’s getting pretty good,” Liz finally observed as she lay on her stomach on the floor, her own homework spread before her. A mug of hot cocoa sat beside her geology notes, which were liberally sprinkled with brown drops.

“I’m taking a break from homework. It just happens to be around this time. Anything interesting happening in the world lately?”

She’d stare at me for a few seconds, her gaze questioning, but she’d always shrug and turn her attention back to the screen. “Not really. War, famine, earthquakes, tornadoes, flying men in spandex...”

“Local news? Anything interesting? Not that I care, really.”

As though waiting for the moment for me to introduce it, the local news segment would take over, and we’d be treated to new adventures in heroism. If it happened to be BFM who saved the day, I’d be there, rooted to the spot, holding my breath as I ate up every word of the reports.

If it happened to be Speedo, I’d force myself to listen, silently hating and envying the little slut, and then walk away like a puppy that had just been kicked.

I suppose the good thing that came out of this unrequited tragedy was the fact my Golden Age of Haiku coincided with this period, and my journal nearly burst with gut-wrenching whining about my bleak, windswept love life. I’d actually considered having my work published, but money and best-sellerdom would be a slap in the face of art and bleeding gay teen poets everywhere.

For about a month after the train sabotage, Vintage City settled into a newfound state of mystified contentment.

The police were receiving unsolicited help, with smaller crimes being kept in check. The streets were being cleaned up night after night, and, from what I heard, all kinds of crazy stories were spun around dinner tables, in hair salons, and in bowling alleys. The mystery of our heroes became the allure, and people fell in love with it despite the itty bitty whiff of doubt that still kind of colored conversations around the water cooler.

During this time, Vintage City’s intrepid reporter, Bambi Bailey, made it her life’s goal to pounce on our hero before her journalist rivals did. Two or three times, I would walk somewhere alone or with Peter, and there she’d be. Blonde hair swept up in a French twist, face caked with ten pounds of makeup, her suit freshly steam-cleaned—Miss Bailey would be scuttling back and forth on her Italian pumps, a cell phone plastered to her ear, a gasping cameraman loaded with gear limping behind her, sometimes cursing in Spanish or Swedish, depending on the day of the week.

“If she’s looking for the next scoop, I don’t think she’ll get anywhere doing that,” I said, chuckling and nudging Peter with my elbow.

He glanced briefly at her as she swept past us in a blonde blur, leaving a strong trail of floral perfume in her wake. “I feel sorry for those guys.”

“Who, her and the camera guy?”

“No, whoever she’s looking for.”

“I doubt if she’ll get to them like that. It isn’t as though she can predict when and where the next crime will be committed.”

“Uh—who’re you talking about?”

“Flying guys in Spandex,” I replied. “Who were you talking about?”

“I was thinking about the owners of that porn theater that got broken into last week.” Peter frowned. “Flying guys in Spandex? How can you be so sure they’re the ones she’s after?”

“Isn’t it obvious? They’re the biggest headlines this stupid city’s had in ages. If I were some hotshot reporter, I’d kill for an interview. Then again, I’ll bet you she’ll be running around like this for a long, long time.”

Peter shrugged, still frowning. “I guess it won’t be long before the publicity catches up with them. Hopefully not. Other than clean up the streets, they haven’t been running after the limelight.”

“Everyone wants to know more about them.”

“That’s too bad. It won’t be long, then.”

My friend was right. About two days after my last Bambi Bailey sighting, the news station trumpeted their victory. Miss Bailey, through her pluck, ingenuity, and, apparently, creepy sixth sense, managed to corner BFM just as he corralled a tiny illegal gambling ring and generously served them up on a silver platter to the Chief of Police.

Heaven knew how long she’d been out, lying in wait, but when she finally appeared on live TV, her hair looked more like a half-collapsed haystack than a twist. Her suit had spots of grime, and her eyeliner was smeared. Her energy remained high, though, and she was still quite poised when she tried to interview our hero.

“So—sir, what should we call you?”

“Does it matter?”

“It does, of course. Vintage City would like to know whom to thank.”

He frowned and looked thoughtful. “Names mean nothing. I’m here to stop crime and uphold justice.”

I winced. Liz, and probably my mom, too, sighed nearby. Dad snored under his paper.

Miss Bailey laughed, tossing her head back, obviously flirting. I winced again. “I see. Well, would it bother you if I were to come up with something appropriate?”

His frown darkened, and he pressed his mouth into a thin, tight line. Even from where I stood, at the opposite end of the living room, I could see his left eye twitch.

“On behalf of the people of Vintage City, I’d like to thank you, Magnifiman, for your selfless devotion to justice and peace.”

Magnifiman. Oh, God. Oh, hell. I think I died a thousand billions times over after hearing her christen my idol, my innocence going up in smoke in that one single word. In my mind, I screamed at BFM to fly the hell away before Miss Bailey humiliated him any further and traumatized me for the rest of my life.

“Tell me, sir, where exactly did you and your friend come from?”

“Where my companion and I come from has no bearing on what we do. Good night, Miss Bailey,” he replied in that low, silky purr that had long kept a tight hold in my mind—like a clinging tentacle, only sexier. He turned to glower at the camera and then flew off before Miss Bailey could say anything more.

Actually, even after he left, she couldn’t say anything.

The camera still rolling, she merely stood there, gazing at the sky, dazed and almost swooning.

“Er, Miss Bailey, you’re still on,” a voice—the cameraman’s—stammered.

“Oh. Yes.” She blinked and then collected herself, but the dreamy smile remained even as she tried to make some kind of a logical and objective analysis of our hero and his insane physical strength and character. With a flick of an elegant wrist, she tucked stray hair behind an ear. “And there we have it, ladies and gentlemen. Magnifiman—Vintage City’s own paragon of virtue.”

“Magnifiman,” Mom echoed, pronouncing this godawful name as though she were sampling the finest wine. “I think it’s perfect.”

“Wow, I never realized how hot he is,” Liz added.

“I wonder what his friend looks like. Did you see him, Eric?”

“He was a shadow from where I stood.”

“Ah, too bad. I’m sure he’ll be interviewed someday, too. I’m definitely watching the news from now on.”

I slunk back into my room, my heart aching for my idol. I scribbled a couple of verses before I went to bed—sonnets, that time—yearning, outrage, and a total soul connection in iambic pentameter. Then I dreamed of him “arresting” me and taking me into custody. Not once did I demand to see my lawyer, and, yep, I came willingly. It was also during my Golden Age of Haiku when I grew to majorly hate the early morning hours and their murderous effects on dreams, and I think I messed with Mom’s mind when I insisted on washing my own clothes and sheets.

Whoever masterminded the train sabotage lay low all that time, and there was a lull in terrorist activity. It felt as though we were simply being hypnotized into a state of passivity before the next big strike. 
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Unfortunately, the godawful name stuck, and Vintage City sang the praises of Magnifiman for days on end. What blew me away, though, was that when he was cornered for a two-second interview (an average length for him according to my watch), he never once contradicted it—never once showed that he cared what people called him. Miss Bailey obviously had the hots for the guy, and I was beginning to wonder if her interviews were really for journalism’s sake or if they were her means of showing off her special status as the only woman in Vintage City who could corner Magnifiman and induce him to talk. The local news grew more and more like a televised two-second date between them.

It was certainly tough luck that Magnifiman totally looked down on publicity and glamour. The scant number of times she’d managed to catch him, he just turned to ice, muttered something about doing his duty in the name of justice, glowered wonderfully at the camera, made me hard, and then flew away before she could get another word in.

There was one odd thing I noticed. I wasn’t sure at first if it was anything more than a trick of the light, and I even doubted what I remembered of the day when the train got blown up. Every time Magnifiman stood before the camera, something slowly took form on his chest. It started off as a vague, white blob—barely noticeable, so much so I mistook it for a reflection of a really strong street lamp somewhere nearby, if not the remains of that evening’s dinner. Then the edges gradually sharpened, and a more definite shape formed. It must have been a couple of weeks since his first interview when a thick, white letter M was proudly displayed on that massive chest of his. In succeeding days, a thin, white elliptical shape appeared, forming a diagonal ring around the M.

I couldn’t believe my eyes at first. Sometimes I’d sit with my nose practically glued to the TV screen in an attempt to make heads or tails of what I was seeing while my mom and sister barked at me from the couch, ordering me to move my ass out of the way.

“Hey, guys, did you notice this before?” I once asked, pointing to the ringed M.

Mom cocked her head. “I don’t know. It looks like a symbol of some sort. Was it always there?”

“If it was, I didn’t notice it,” Liz said. “I mean, who’d want to look anywhere else but his face?”

Uh, me? I stepped away from the TV, scratching my head. I could have been imagining things. I didn’t remember seeing it or any other mark on his outfit the day of the train sabotage, but then again, I was in too much of a shocked daze to think clearly.

“That’s really creepy,” I muttered under my breath. I never brought the subject up, and I never understood what had happened until well afterward.

As for his partner—he was never Bambi Bailey’d. He had the advantage of speed, and, damn, did he make full use of it. He was on camera twice, while Magnifiman’s appearances far outnumbered his. In those two fleeting moments, I only managed to catch sight of his general appearance, which wasn’t at all bad. He was far from bulky, but he was still lean and fit—thanks to all the gazillion calories that were burned when one moved at hyper speed, I’m sure. He looked younger, too, but with his half-mask, I couldn’t really tell. He didn’t wear a cape like Magnifiman—only dark spandex and calf-high boots and, judging from the fact I couldn’t see his hands, gloves. Because his appearances on TV were at night, he remained all the more elusive though he seemed to accomplish as much work as Magnifiman.

Bambi Bailey, bless her smitten heart, tried every feminine wile to winkle a name out of Magnifiman. Winkle. I love that word.

“Oh, come on, I’m sure you call him something,” she drawled, her eyes half-closed. She was beginning to look a little too comfortable in front of the camera. In fact, her appearance also underwent a change with every interview she made. Her French twist vanished, and her hair flowed past her shoulders in a thick-ish tumble of waves, sometimes curls. Her suit lost its jacket, and the matching skirt and smart white blouse shape-shifted into a body-hugging number. Understated jewelry sprouted like sparkling lichen on her arms and neck. If I had the ability to see invisible scents, I’m sure I’d have been staring at plumes of smoke rising from every pulse point on her body, which I was sure she completely doused in perfume.

“If I do, I’m too busy to realize it.”

“Well, with any luck, he’ll fly past us, and—”

“He doesn’t fly. He leaps. Excuse me, please.”

Whoosh! Off he went. I breathed a sigh of relief and mentally gave the side of justice another point on the scoreboard. God only knew what kind of craptastic name she’d give the poor guy, who obviously wanted to be left alone.

* * * *
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It was about a month and a half since the train sabotage incident, and Magnifiman and his partner became distinctive threads in Vintage City’s tapestry. No matter where I turned, I’d hear or read his name. Online, I even had the mind-numbing shock of stumbling across a role-playing fan community. Magnifiman was the focal point, and his partner, whom players had dubbed Shadow Boy, was also there. Thuggy douchesnozzles of all stripes pitted brawn and brain against the two heroes, with the community’s watchers cheering the characters on. Some demanded romantic subplots involving Bambi Bailey. Some suggested a tragic predestination. There were a couple of uber-feminists who ranted about the absence of super heroines and continually disrupted threads with all kinds of diatribes about online sexism and stuff.

Following a few more links with trepidation, I found other fan communities springing up, this time involving fan fiction. I hit the back button within a second. Then I took a shower, dressed, and wandered over to the Elms Theater, determined to conquer my mood with a one-dollar movie.

I rode my bike to the theater, which was downtown. It was one of my favorite hangouts for two reasons: cheap B-grade entertainment flashbacks and a building that was one of the authentically historic landmarks the city boasted. It went through several ownerships, and through the years, the stuff that was offered fluctuated in quality.

The owners from two generations ago decided to take on classic B films since the two other theaters in Vintage City did a good enough job offering us current titles and art house stuff. Old, bad films became the main menu of Elms Theater, and high school kids loved it.

The theater only had one screen, and the offering then was When Dinosaurs Ruled the Earth. I’d already seen that movie, like, twice, but I was so hooked on the cheese factor I couldn’t stop. Besides, I loved caveman dialogue in which “akita” and “nikro” (or was it “neekro”?) had all-purpose uses.

I could only afford a candy bar and soon settled myself in a seat. The theater was about one-third full, with chattering and giggling teenagers scattered all over. I glanced at my watch and saw we had about three minutes until the movie. I slumped against my seat, slowly relaxing and losing myself in the filler music.

“How classy,” I murmured.

Someone had decided to change the music from contemporary, schmoopy pop to classical. The violin solo was wonderful—soothing. I knew nothing technical about classical music though I’d listened to it a few times, and I didn’t know what kind of song was being played.

Whatever it was, the melody was nice in a pretty weird kind of way.

The notes seemed off, I thought. If one were to take the music apart, the individual notes might be a bizarre mix, but when strung up like that—into one flowing piece of music—everything seemed to make sense. I couldn’t put my finger on it as I strained to listen even more carefully.

Yeah, it made sense—and yet it didn’t. Kind of like my life, really.

I shook my head and then rubbed my eyes. “I feel so tired,” I said, yawning. “How much longer ‘til the movie?”

The last thing I remembered was stealing a fuzzy glance at my watch and not recognizing the numbers that glowed faintly in the dark. 
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My head felt swollen. It throbbed as though my brain were trying to break its way out of my skull and make a slimy beeline toward water because my whole body seemed to be on fire. Slowly, slowly, I felt something cold and harsh pressing against my back.

I groaned, my eyes still closed, and I turned my head to the side. I realized I was lying on the ground.

“He’s coming to,” a voice muttered from somewhere close, and it was answered by another. 

“Is he hurt?”

I sensed movement around me, and as consciousness continued to creep in, the noise took on a more definite form. Voices seemed to come from everywhere—talking, shouting, sobbing, groaning. Sirens and police radios broke through the craziness.

I felt a hand press against my cheek to turn my face up. “No obvious injuries just like the others. Good.”

“Look after him. I’m going back to the theater.”

“I’ll join you there.”

That voice—my eyes flew open instantly, and I found myself staring right into Magnifiman’s. He loomed above me, kneeling at my side, one hand cradling my face.

Something soft cushioned my head, and I realized my jacket had been stripped off me and used as a pillow. With any luck, he’d done it.

“What happened?” I asked, wincing at another wave of pain that swept through my head. “Oh, ouch...”

His hand moved from my face to press down on my shoulder, forcing me not to move. “Easy, kid. You’re safe. Lie still until the medics reach you.”

“Where am I?”

“Outside City Hall with the others.”

I stared at him. God, he was gorgeous. “City Hall? I was in the theater a minute ago!”

“You mean two hours ago.” He paused, frowning. “You and the other kids from the theater tried to storm the mayor’s office. If it weren’t for security, you might have succeeded and done heaven knows what else.” He paused again, his frown deepening as he lost himself in thought. “Witnesses reported that you all fell unconscious—as though something wore off—in the middle of the skirmish with security. And you were strong—superhuman, almost. I’m sure you would’ve eventually overpowered armed men without weapons of your own.”

I blinked. “What are you talking about? Is this a joke?”

That seemed to snap him out of it. He looked at me as though startled; then he recovered, and I was once again staring at marble perfection. My gaze momentarily rested on his mouth. I swallowed. So close. So close. All I needed to do was to raise myself up on my elbows and...

“It isn’t, I’m afraid,” he replied, his voice grave. “We’re up against something big—something more dangerous than what I first thought. You—”

“Eric,” I blurted out in a desperate little voice. “My name’s Eric. Eric Plath.”

“Thank you. You and the rest of the kids in the theater were pawns—maybe used as a test, even.” He straightened up though he stayed kneeling beside me and looked off in the distance, once again deep in thought. “Yes, that must be it,” he murmured. “A mastermind’s behind this. A true genius in evil.” As though on cue, a breeze picked up, blowing his hair. The effect was so silver screen. I wanted to throw myself against him and lick his Adam’s apple, but all I could do was cough and shift uncomfortably, praying that my boner wasn’t too obvious.

Magnifiman had bigger things on his mind, though.

“Thanks for helping,” I said. “I think I’m okay now. I can get up.”

He turned to me and stretched out a hand, which I took with massive, massive pleasure, and he pulled me to my feet. “I have to go,” he said as I teetered a little. The dizziness was still there, apparently. “Be careful, young man.”

“I will, thanks.”

“Be sure to wait for a medic.”

“Sure, sure.” I flashed him an easy smile.

He stepped back, his gaze still meeting mine, and then he flew off. I forced myself to keep him in sight, but I kind of overestimated my strength and crumpled to the ground when another wave of dizziness swept over me.

All around, kids from the theater were scattered within a police-protected section of the block. Some sat on the ground, some were being carried off on stretchers, and some huddled in little groups—rumpled, wild-eyed, and confused. Cops, paramedics, and firemen moved around us. I lay on the ground for a few more minutes. My mind was a painfully throbbing blank. Before long a paramedic appeared, and I was examined and questioned.

I called home once I was cleared to leave. Mom picked me up several moments later, frantic and fussy. I didn’t have a minute’s peace from when she pushed her way through the crowd to the moment I crawled into bed with what seemed to be a hangover from hell.

“I don’t understand this,” she said as she whipped back and forth in the kitchen, putting together something for me to drink while I sat at the dining table, slumped and moaning against Mom’s crocheted placemat. “Even theaters aren’t safe anymore! What’s this world coming to? Innocent kids are hypnotized into committing crimes against City Hall—”

Hypnotized? How? If it weren’t for the crappy state of my head, I’d have basked in the surrealism of the afternoon.

“—and I won’t be surprised if younger children are next.” She finally walked over to the table and set something down with some force. The thudding of a filled mug against an oak table nearly blew my skull apart, and I yelped. “How’s your head, honey?”

I sat up, and Mom pressed a hand against my forehead.

“Mom, I don’t have a fever.”

“That’s for me to judge.” She fell silent, moving her hand to the side of my face and then to my neck. She sighed and straightened up, pushing the mug of hot apple cider to me. “No, you don’t have a fever. Here. Drink this, and then go to bed. Oh—take some aspirin, too.”

I stared at the steaming concoction. “What’s this supposed to do?”

“I don’t know, but it’s good for something. Anyway, we’re out of herbal tea. Now drink up.”

I didn’t dream of Magnifiman that night, but I did have nightmares—pretty creepy ones, at that. I couldn’t remember anything significant other than the voice and how it affected me. It wasn’t Magnifiman’s, but it was a low, melodic one—sinister and seductive, murmuring something that sounded like a chant or a prayer. I couldn’t understand the words if there were any, but I felt their impact in my gut, and I was being pulled in different directions, not at all caring where I was going.

“Just keep talking,” I said, “and don’t stop.”

It never stopped. I felt as though I were being swept away in a river of words and sounds, and I offered myself to it. Kind of made me wonder afterward if gay porn dreams were like this.

When I woke up the next morning, the headache was gone, but I was drained. I could barely move from my bed, but I forced myself to get up, anyway. I washed my face and gargled before going downstairs. In the dining room, everyone was assembled for breakfast. The table was set. Dad was reading the paper aloud in a steady yet mildly confused voice, with Mom and Liz listening in shock. No one even noticed me when I entered and made my way to my seat. Everyone—and everything—seemed frozen in time.

I walked behind Dad’s chair and glanced at the page he was reading from. I didn’t see the news. The front page, rather than being crammed from edge to edge with several depressing reports all at once, only had one article, which filled every inch of space. I paused and leaned closer.

It wasn’t an article, I realized. It was a manifesto—a smug introduction and declaration of war by some freaky nut job called The Devil’s Trill. 
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The entire staff of the Elms Theater was found tied up, gagged, blindfolded, and crammed into the manager’s office. They could remember nothing of what happened leading up to their rescue—that was, other than getting stuck in the dark when the lights all went out while they were busy with the theater’s opening procedures.

“Like, everything went dark,” the girl who usually ran the snack bar’s cash register said during an interview with one of the local TV stations. “And then I woke up in Mr. Sykes’s office, like, blindfolded and shit. Someone’s butt was in my face, and, you know, I’m like, that’s gross.”

I watched the news, stunned. I tried to think back to the moment I’d arrived at the theater. I didn’t recognize any of the employees there, but then again, the theater paid such crappy-ass wages that the turnover there was pretty high. Besides, I hadn’t been there for two weeks. I didn’t expect to see the same people on my return.

No, I never thought anything of it. I’d already been questioned by the cops, and I described everything to them—from the state of the theater to the other kids and the staff. At least now they had physical descriptions.

Considering the fact my brain was slowly oozing out of my ears when they questioned me, I hoped that what I said made some sense.

The news reporter turned to the camera and proceeded. “Reports from the teenagers who were caught in the middle of this bizarre crime didn’t make any sense to the police.”

Oh.

“Victims’ physical descriptions of the staff conflicted with each other, and they ranged from strange to downright disturbing, with one young girl claiming that the man who filled her popcorn bucket looked like her uncle’s corpse. Another boy insisted that the theater manager’s nose was cut off. Sgt. Vitus Bone of the Vintage City Police Department is now convinced that the teenagers’ accounts were manipulated, maybe a deliberate effect of the strange hypnosis they were under.”

Sgt. Bone appeared on camera, looking his usual grim self, his splotchy, bloodhound cheeks wobbling as he spoke and coughed and cleared his throat of perpetual phlegm.

“The confused descriptions are obvious signs that point in the direction of a masterfully engineered mind-control drug— cough! —one that manipulated its user even to the final second, when its effects were supposed to be wearing off. Oh, no— hrrrum! —what little of it was left in these kids still had the same mind-altering intensity. No one knows what the imposter staff looked like. Whoever planned yesterday’s incident— hrrrum! —made sure that his tracks were perfectly covered, down to the last detail. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

I never thought him to be an eloquent speaker, but there it was. His secretary must have written his statement for him. At the same time, I wracked my brain in an effort to remember what descriptions I’d given the police. The bizarre thing is I couldn’t remember a single detail other than, yes, I had spoken to them.

“Damn,” I breathed, staring at the TV. “Was that an effect as well?” Was I—and the other kids—manipulated into giving police all kinds of nonsensical information to throw them off the scent and then, once the “drug” wore off, into completely forgetting what it was we told them?

It certainly made sense to me.

Then all talk shifted to The Devil’s Trill, who’d confessed to the crime—his “delightful experiment,” as he claimed in his manifesto:

I only regret, ladies and gentlemen, that my Noxious Nocturne didn’t last as long as I’d hoped. It is, however, still undergoing lab tests with obliging Ficus trees. I detest animal experimentations. Oh, and there’s no need to cheer for that temporary setback. I’m a patient maestro, and I believe in all good things to those who wait. I’ve other toys, which I’m sure Magnifiman will be pleased to play with. For the moment, I’m watching and waiting.

Have a good day.

He’d yet to show himself to everyone. For the moment, he was just this dangerous shadow that lurked around the fringes, waiting for the next perfect opportunity to strike, and an undercurrent of paranoia and unease settled over the city. Magnifiman and his partner behaved no differently. They remained in the shadows as well, the classic game of chess playing out with Vintage City serving as grimy bricked chessboard. Online role-playing games also exploded with activity, now the master villain had just identified himself.

Peter sat beside me in Art Class a couple of days after, and he was, in a word, pissed.

“Why the hell didn’t you call me? We could’ve done something together at your place or mine, and you’d have been safe!” he hissed, hiding behind his easel. His newsprint pad sat before him, completely untouched.

Fifteen minutes of the class had already passed, and Peter had yet to set charcoal to paper. Instead, he ragged on me while I tried to keep my focus fixed on our project, which was to sketch the “still life” that Mr. Cleland attempted to put together: three old and discolored dictionaries, an abandoned Thermos bottle, a small pot of wilting begonias, and an economy-size bottle of antacids.

“Remember last week’s lesson about light source,” Mr. Cleland said. “Don’t be afraid to capture shadows in your drawings, and for God’s sake, don’t try to be clever and pull another Cubist thing on me.”

I couldn’t help but muse over the silliness of my earlier crush on Mr. Cleland. He was a good-looking guy, yes—tall, a bit bulky, with the loveliest green eyes I’d ever seen.

I remembered falling hard for him on the first day of school, and my infatuation stayed pretty constant, which made me kind of proud. I half-killed myself working hard to please him, even go above and beyond what he asked and put out twice the work everyone else did. I was such a suck-up.

He appreciated it, yes, and he rewarded me with extra credit. This endangered my status in my classmates’ eyes, considering how much of a Teacher’s Pet I was turning out to be. I didn’t give a rat’s ass what they all thought until Peter knocked me out of the stratosphere with a blunt, “Do you think all this sucking up will get you anywhere closer to college?”

Now, I walked into the art room with an adult’s stride and an adult’s self-awareness type of thing. I stopped sneaking peeks at Mr. Cleland from where I sat. All the sad-eyed yearning faded, to be replaced with an objective and work-hungry mind. The extra credit work stopped, and I was finally in command of myself.

Of course, that was because all that heartbroken yearning had shifted its direction from the good-looking Art teacher to a certain flying hero.

“Eric, are you listening?”

“What? Yeah, I am. Stop yelling.”

“I’m not yelling. I’m trying to make you think.”

“And what’s that supposed to do? It’s not going to change what happened two days ago. So I got restless and went to the movies. Big deal.”

“Big deal? You could’ve gotten hurt. Hell, you were hurt!”

I sighed and set my charcoal down and then faced him.

Ignoring my charcoal-soiled hands, I rolled up my sleeves and stretched my arms out to Peter. “Do I look like I’m hurt? No bruises, see? Not a stitch or a body part missing anywhere. None. I had a hell of a hangover, but that was it.”

Peter’s eyes narrowed. “That’s the whole point. You don’t get it, do you?”

“What’s there to get? I’m okay! Man, what else do you want from me? A promise to call you every time I’m bored, signed in my blood? And even if we’d decided to do something together yesterday, what guarantee would we have had that we wouldn’t be victims in some other way?”

I’d never seen Peter’s face turn so red. He glowered at me for a moment, looking as though he was about to take me by the collar and shake me hard or smack me upside the head. Instead, he turned his attention back to his work—that is, he finally began to sketch something—and said nothing back. I watched him try to create something, but it was pretty obvious his agitation was ruining things for him. He soldiered on, though, and marred his newsprint pad with this thing that reminded me too much of Geometry homework—something Cubist.

Annoyed, I shook my head and returned to what I was doing. Peter reminded me of Mom in so many ways—those irritating, bullying demands for my sake—but at least Mom had a good reason. Peter wasn’t family, and he sure as hell wasn’t my parent.

So I let him stew in his juices for the rest of the class.

We didn’t exchange another word for the rest of the day, which was also pretty typical when we quarreled, but I figured it was always the best policy to give him and me as much space as possible. We could talk things out again once our heads cooled, and frankly, I wasn’t in any mood to put up with his nagging.

Thank heaven Liz picked me up from school that day. I was so tired by the time the last bell rang I didn’t think I could have managed an eight-block bike ride back home.

“I’m having girl issues, and I need a banana split,” she said while I laid my bike down on her truck’s bed. “Unfortunately, I can never finish one, so I’m sharing it with you.”

“That’s cool,” I replied, hopping onto the passenger’s seat. “I kind of need something, too.”

“Hmm. Boyfriend problems, huh?”

“Best friend problems.”

Liz merged into traffic in a smoky screeching of tires and a half-second glance at oncoming vehicles. A car’s horn blew behind us as we sped away, but Liz didn’t seem to notice. “I’m surprised you aren’t together—you and Peter. I mean, he’s gay, right? You’ve been best friends since grade school—”

“Classmates since grade school, best friends since freshman year,” I corrected.

“Well, I don’t know—like I said, I’m surprised you aren’t a couple. In fact, you might as well be married to each other, the way you’re joined at the hip.”

I laughed, slumping in my seat. “I don’t like being joined at the hip. I think it’s offensive, to be honest with you. It’s almost like no one can think on his own unless the other person’s there.” I shuddered. “That’s creepy.”

“Some people think that’s romantic.”

“I don’t.”

I felt Liz steal a glance at me. “So what happened today?”

“Nothing.”

She sighed, shifting gears and stepping hard on the gas. We ran a red light and nearly sideswiped a decrepit old truck piled high with gravel. We passed by the train tracks, and I glanced up. Construction was still going, and no one knew how long it would take before the aerial train would be up and running again. I’d yet to take the subway to go anywhere, but I expected it to be way too crowded now the other train was temporarily crippled. It was travel by foot or bike for me.

For several minutes, there was nothing but silence in the truck. I didn’t want to think about Peter, Magnifiman, The Devil’s Trill or my Chemistry Lab. I expected to be royally chewed out by Mom and Dad for that last bit. Vintage City’s dreary charm kept my mind blissfully empty. Two-hundred-year-old brick walls looked more weathered. The grime appeared to have crept out by another inch in a span of twenty-four hours, eating uneven surfaces everywhere in their wake. Steam rising from grates on the pavement looked grayer and thicker than usual. Stagnant pools here and there gave the impression of black, bottomless wells of rank water. The occasional wasted face that peered out from the shadows of dingy alleys reminded me more and more of living corpses. Pedestrians in Italian suits or the latest hot trend from the Emporium Grande would completely cover these faces from my view.

Every so often, we’d pass by construction areas, with workers carefully rebuilding the façade of a house or a business. Maybe bricks or antique-looking gates or window frames needed repair. At any rate, chinks in the old-fashioned armor appeared, and soiled men worked hard to hide all signs of contemporary material behind a phony old world shield. It was almost jarring, seeing bits of new lumber or cement against discolored and faux-rotting brick, iron, and wood. I couldn’t help but feel kind of gloomy at the sight. It was like being stuck in some odd time bubble where no one wanted to get out.

As though to celebrate the triumph of fake age, rain clouds formed above, and I rolled down the passenger window to inhale the scent of rain. Even with the mix of smoke, steam, and other smells from different corners of the city, the scent of rain managed to cut through the thick, sluggish gases I’d been inhaling since I was a baby.

It always had an invigorating power because it promised regeneration—newness, you know, cleaning off of dirt and growth in plants and all kinds of stuff like that.

Liz sighed and broke the silence. “God, I hate PMS. Listen, I changed my mind. You get yourself a chocolate parfait, and I’ll keep the whole banana split. The way my hormones are going right now, I’ll more likely stick a fork in your hand than share.”

The chocolate parfait was heaven. Then again, when did it ever fail me? My mood stayed low, though, despite my gluttony and Liz’s constant yakking about this, that, and the other. I regretted snapping back at Peter even though I knew I was in the right.

We sat by the window, and I spent half the time looking out to watch passersby, dreading what I needed to do, which was to apologize to him. I was never good at reconciliations. For all my love for poetry and literature, I totally sucked at finding the right words when it counted the most. A mumbled “Sorry” and an embarrassed shrug were the best I could do, and they were never enough, especially when it came to Peter—even though he started the quarrel, the bastard. 
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I chickened out the next day. It might’ve helped me find the guts, but it took a whole day in school to do something about it. I grew half a pair of balls the day after our spat. Peter and I were in nearly all the same classes, and we sat beside each other in those. All the same, I tried not to look at him during class, pretending I was totally focused when my mind was drowning in ideas on how to bring it up when the right moment came. I was lucky none of my teachers called on me, but I was sure it was the sort of good luck that came only once in a boy’s academic career.

Basically I expected to be called on and drilled and pretty much embarrassed before the class the next day because, you know, my good luck karma thing would’ve been used up by then, and I’d be owing everything I had to the cosmos.

Kids swarmed out of the building a minute or so after the final bell. I hung around my locker, keeping an eye on Peter as he collected his things a short distance down the hallway.

He shrugged off his denim jacket and tried to stuff it inside his locker. No dice. He had too many books stored in addition to some odds and ends he’d collected or created in Art Class. The jacket refused to stay in, and things kept falling out whenever he tried to force the issue.

I secured my locker and walked over to him.

“I can take that home,” I said. Peter whirled around, startled. “Besides, it’s filthy. I can wash it for you if you can’t do it at home.”

He regarded me in silence for a second or two before handing me his jacket. “Thanks. Althea sewed a new patch somewhere on the front, but she said it won’t get ruined in the wash.”

I immediately looked for the patch. Althea was our Geometry buddy. The girl found proofs exciting, which I thought was beyond abnormal, but she helped me with my homework sometimes with the right bribe. I was sure she also harbored a crush on Peter despite the fact he’d been out for a year. The patch she sewed on his jacket was a white square with “Hazardous Nuclear Material” embroidered on it.

“Where’d she get this?” I asked.

“Don’t know. It’s fitting, though.”

I folded the jacket and stuffed it inside my messenger bag while Peter finished sorting through his stuff. We were quiet for a while as we walked off together.

“Are you hungry?” I asked. “We have some leftover lasagna and pastries from yesterday—”

“What was the occasion?”

“Oh—it was my parents’ wedding anniversary.”

“Happy anniversary to them. They didn’t go anywhere special?”

I hesitated. “No. Too expensive.” I shrugged off my embarrassment. “It was cool, though. We celebrated as a teeny family unit. It was a small, quiet party—if you can call it that.”

Peter chuckled, and I glanced at him. He walked with his head bowed, but he was smiling. Cautious relief washed over me.

“So—you interested?”

He looked up and nodded, his smile softening. “Sure. Thanks.”

“You can call your parents from our living room.”

“Okay.”

I purposefully left my bike at home, gambling on my success in reconciling with Peter and having dinner with him as a peace offering. We took his car—always a crazy unnerving experience because the damn thing was cleaner than a museum, and I could hear my germs charging forward en masse to conquer new territory—and said very little to each other all the way.

Liz had a late class, and Mom and Dad were at work. Being home gave me the much-needed comfort in the face of an awkward reconciliation, and once we crossed the threshold, I was almost myself again—talking, laughing.

Peter looked around, reacquainting himself with my house.

It had been months since he’d last visited, and having him there once again was a miracle in and of itself, considering how strict his parents were. I suppose, in the tradition of the kid from the wrong/bad side of town, or something to that effect, it was like living out a cliché. My family lived in a row house in the older part of the city—three stories, very narrow but fairly deep, and sagging from top to bottom from decades’ worth of accumulated dirt.

It wasn’t a ghetto, but it was way under par to any of the bigger terraced houses in Peter’s neighborhood. My family barely clung by its fingernails to middle-classness, and even then, Mom and Dad had always been firm about neither Liz nor I needing to keep a job while in high school. My sister now worked part-time at her junior college’s bookstore as part of her financial aid program, but I stayed jobless, with not much to show for it, grade-wise.

“Sorry for the space,” I said as I led him through the cramped hallway in the direction of the dining room.

Like every other room in our house, it was clean but inconveniently loaded. “We’ve been collecting all kinds of junk, and we can’t get rid of the others fast enough to make room.”

“Packrats.” Peter snickered and then nearly tripped over a crate filled with Dad’s unused tools. The crate sat on the floor and against a wall, but it was big enough to pose a hazard to anyone who walked down the hallway.

“Sorry,” I said again, this time smiling sheepishly as I gave the crate a kick, pushing it back against the wall. I stared at it for a moment. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. I didn’t hurt anything.”

I shook my head and turned to Peter. “No—I mean, I’m sorry. You know—” I waved an awkward hand at the front door. “I’m sorry we fought.” There. I took a deep breath as relief washed over me. “I’m sorry I was a jerk. You were worried, and I wasn’t tuning in to that. I don’t know—maybe I didn’t want to, which is pretty lame.”

Peter looked at me with an expression I couldn’t read. He was a taciturn sort. I’d learned that word from my vocab quiz, by the way. He was the seriously private, evasive artist type. I’d always suspected he spent a good deal of his time standing before the mirror, mastering the art of emotional control—and failing in practice. He might not talk much, but he wore his heart on his sleeve.

I’d always looked at him as two people in one body. Like opposite forces crammed in one container, forever at odds with each other. It was bad luck I wasn’t the best person to offer him anything that would’ve made him feel better.

At that moment, though, I found myself on unfamiliar ground. I tried to sense his mood, but I couldn’t. It left me feeling a hell of a lot more vulnerable than I wanted to be.

“What?” I prodded.

Peter finally broke into a smile. “Nothing. I didn’t expect that, is all.”

“Well, I am sorry.” 

“I know. I’m sorry, too.”

A different kind of discomfort was now beginning to set in. I turned away and walked forward. “Right. This way to the feast.”

“What kind of pastries did your mom make?”

“Apple turnovers—actually, she didn’t make them from scratch. They were on sale at the supermarket. Come to think of it, so was the lasagna. I need to heat them up still. Do you want to call your folks now while you wait?”

“Sure. I’ll find my way to the living room. I think I remember where it is.”

I listened to his footsteps stop and then pick up again, receding this time as he retraced his steps. In the dining room I busied myself with the food, getting the place settings right while the microwave groaned and clicked. Before long the table was nicely laid out, and I was taking soda bottles from the fridge.

The comfy homey feel of the whole thing didn’t escape my notice. Every so often, I’d grin stupidly at my imagination’s attempts at picturing quiet home life for me and my husband, whoever that might be in the end.

“Yikes,” I breathed while poking around the refrigerator for the butter. “Whoever’s going to end up with me had better know how to cook.”

Soft footsteps presently broke through my thoughts, and Peter’s voice interrupted my work. “Done,” he said as he entered the dining room.

“Are they pissed?”

He hesitated. “No.”

I walked over to the table with the drinks and set them down just as Peter took his place. He looked pensive—distracted. His brows were slightly creased, and his gaze was distant. For a second or two, I wondered if he was aware of me.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“Hmm? Oh—no, everything’s fine.” Peter flashed me a tight smile. “I just got distracted for a bit there. Sorry.”

“That overachieving brain of yours needs to take a break.”

“Yeah. It can be a real bitch sometimes.”

“Your family’s proud, though. Of you, I mean.”

Peter helped himself to a roll and absently tore into it, ignoring the stick of butter I pushed toward him. “Sure. I’m everything they always wanted.”

I stared at him, but he’d busied himself with the lasagna. “You sure you’re okay?”

“I’m okay! Quit fussing!” He laughed.

“Sorry, sorry.”

“Listen, do you want to do something after this? Movie? Arcade? A walk by the river? Whatever?”

“Uh—what about your folks?”

Peter shrugged. He was still laughing, but I sensed a wee bit of desperation in his outburst. His laughter sounded almost miserable. “I’ve earned a night off. Hell with it. I don’t care if they ground me.” He took a deep breath, and the moment of desperation faded. Peter leaned over his plate and stretched out his arm on the table to take my hand. “Let’s do something after this, Eric. I don’t care what it is as long as I—we, I mean—get to do whatever we want.”

“Well—”

“I’ll pay.”

“Coffee and poetry at the Jumping Bean? I feel like getting wired all night, and I don’t give a shit.”

Peter squeezed my hand gently, his grin frozen. “Done.” 
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Frozen food leftovers for dinner. Used-book-hunting at Olivier’s afterwards. Blue-food-coloring-shopping after that. A quiet stroll by the river, which really wasn’t as idyllic as one might think, seeing as how the river was once a victim of those biotech companies, and environmental cleanup continued way after they disappeared.

I half-expected to see three-headed animals pop out from the depths, if not Loch Ness Monster clones tease people from a distance. All the same, the walk was relaxing. The caffeine orgy at the Jumping Bean topped off a very pleasant evening, with Peter driving me back home at around nine p.m. He actually looked proud in his rebellion as the car idled, and I was getting ready to leave.

“I guess it’s my turn to treat next time,” I said, giving him a caffeinated smile.

“It might not be for a while.”

“Why? I’m not that broke, you know.”

He laughed. “Idiot. I’m talking about myself. I’ll be grounded after tonight.”

“How can you be so sure? Your mom and dad might let you off. It isn’t as if you’re screwing around every day.”

“I’ll be grounded. Trust me,” he said, sounding all firm. He paused, drumming his fingers against the wheel. “Well—if I’m about to go to hell in a hand basket, I might as well make sure I earn the trip.”

The car still idling, Peter leaned close, pulling me toward him with a gentle hand behind my head, and kissed me. Full on, our mouths moving against each other, our tongues touching. I’d never kissed anyone before, but it didn’t matter if I was going about it correctly. I stiffened in his hold for a moment, completely shocked, but he worked his magic on me, and I practically melted against him. My eyes slid shut. I moved my hands around his shoulders, pulling myself closer to him despite the awkward placement of the car’s stick shift.

The intimacy, the warmth, the feeling of vulnerability—it was freaky, allowing someone else that much power over me. All that time, I’d always believed I was the one in control. I was the one who swaggered and spouted off cynical jokes and observations about the world, while Peter listened, anxiety bubbling just below the surface.

But while we kissed, I knew if he were to tell me to drop dead on the spot or cut my belly open or eat poison, I’d do it. Without question, without hesitation. Maybe that was what a kiss did to a person. Maybe after the moment had passed, I’d be laughing at myself in front of my bedroom mirror.

Nothing else mattered in that one frozen slice of time, though. He kissed me, and I kissed him back, not even thinking it might be the first and last I’d ever enjoy with him.

We stopped eventually and held each other, a bit stunned, I guess. Nothing could be heard but our breathing and the car’s soft purring. I pressed my face against his hair and did what I could to absorb him—his scent, his warmth, his touch. I watched wisps of his hair shiver with every breath I took.

“I’ll see you later, then,” I said quietly.

“Yeah.”

And that was it. I was standing on the doorstep without being aware of getting out of the car, watching the rear lights retreat and vanish in the darkness. I didn’t even realize I had my keys in my hand.

Dad was in the living room, lying stretched out on the couch. He looked sated and sleepy as he watched TV while absentmindedly rubbing his stomach with one hand. He must’ve finished off the lasagna for dinner. He glanced at me as I walked past the living room door.

“How was it?” he asked.

“Fantastic.”

“Pretty strong?”

“No, no—slow and gentle.”

“You had decaf?”

“What?”

“What?”

I blinked, and my face burned. “Oh. Nothing. The coffee was—uh—pretty good. I’m wired for the night.”

“More energy to work on your Chemistry, I hope.”

“I guess so,” I said, heaving a sigh of relief. God, that was close.

He nodded, turning his attention back to the TV. “Yeah—the Jumping Bean’s got the best coffee around. And thanks for leaving a note, Eric. I know it bugs you when your mom and I nag you about these things—”

“It’s cool, Dad. Really.” I paused, leaning against the doorway. Dad was watching Blade Runner on cable. He’d seen that movie, what, a dozen bazillion times already? And that wasn’t counting the theatrical release. “I’m glad you guys nag me about things. Better that than not giving a damn at all.”

“You missed the news. That mannequin man—”

I blinked. “Magnifiman?”

“Yeah, him. Boy, that name leaves a bad taste in my mouth.”

“Unfortunately, we’re all stuck with it.”

Dad nodded. His eyes remained glued to the TV, and I could imagine his pupils turning into throbbing spirals from all those light waves and stuff. “Anyway, Mannequin Man was pretty busy tonight—got several thugs off the street, and it turned out a couple of them worked for The Devil’s Trill.”

“No kidding! What were they doing when they were caught?”

“Trying to break into the jeweler’s on East Fifth Street.”

“That sounds a bit petty for The Devil’s Trill. I’d expect him to target something bigger and more important, not a small jewelry store.”

“I think you’re right. Maybe they’re testing something out.”

“Or maybe it was a diversion. Did the news show what they looked like?”

“No. They’d already been hustled over to the police station by the time that Bailey woman popped out with the camera.”

Dad and I exchanged glances. Then, as though on cue, we both frowned at each other. “This must be the longest conversation we’ve had since you turned into a crazy teenager,” he said, looking mystified.

“Yeah—I think so, too.” A moment of awkward silence passed. “I guess I should get ready for bed.”

Dad sighed, as did I. He yawned, once again looking relaxed and contented as he turned his attention back to the movie. “All right. Good night, Eric.”

Liz was in the shower, and Mom was finishing up in the kitchen. I kissed her goodnight and swore to go over my Chemistry Lab with her at my earliest convenience. This wasn’t a good enough time frame for her, and she insisted on talking to me tomorrow at breakfast. Before heading to my bed I threw out the garbage.

I tried to keep my thoughts fixed on Peter and our evening together—especially the kiss. I forced myself to reflect, to wallow, and to wonder about the future, but my mind stayed scattered and, like, foggy. It wasn’t because everything leading to that night kept me off-balance, with little room to breathe. I frowned at the ceiling after I turned off my bedroom light. I couldn’t sleep, not because of Peter or the Noxious Nocturne or Magnifiman or the kiss. It was something else entirely—a quiet, nagging voice from some distant and uncharted corner of my mind, whispering to me in an endless, wordless stream. It stirred something in me—something deeper, something that worked at a gut level.

I didn’t understand what it was, and neither did I understand my brain going all obsessive-compulsive in pulling out bits of memory from the afternoon I’d gone to the theater for cheap entertainment. That quiet, nagging voice, though, insisted it had nothing to do with the bizarre hypnosis I was a victim to. It kept redirecting me to my rescue, but while I could remember my return to consciousness and my conversation with Magnifiman, I couldn’t see what it was my gut was trying to alert me to.

There was something about my rescue that didn’t sit well with me, I guess. A tiny detail my subconscious picked up, and it tugged away at my brain. I replayed that afternoon several times that night, wondering what the hell it might be, but I kept coming up short. Maybe it was because the situation was so chaotic, and my head was still under The Devil’s Trill’s spell. I couldn’t say for sure.

“Screw it.” I sighed and burrowed under the covers. 
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Mug shots of The Devil’s Trill’s thugs showed up in the following day’s paper, and for that, I was way beyond grateful. My Chemistry Lab was temporarily forgotten, but I’d happily take delays in getting lectured and guilt tripped, no matter how short as Mom and Liz crowded around Dad to gawk at the pictures. The Trill’s henchmen didn’t look too strange other than that they sneaked around in tuxedoes and masks, guns in holsters snuggling nicely against silk.

I helped myself to some milk, which I liberally sprinkled with blue food coloring from my freshly-acquired supplies. Denim blue, finally. I took my seat, ignoring my family, and set my glass down with a triumphant little noise that kind of sounded like a fart.

“So what were they doing at the jeweler’s yesterday?” Liz prodded.

“Stealing, of course,” Mom replied. “Though I’ll have to say they could’ve done better than that particular store.”

“Are they saying anything, Dad?”

“Nope. If they had, I still wouldn’t expect the police to say anything about it unless they want to cause unnecessary panic.”

“How many criminals were caught last night? Did they keep a head count, Frank?”

“Uh—wait. I’m looking. Ah, here it is. About twenty were picked up by Mannequin Man.”

Liz chuckled as she walked back to her seat. She spotted my Blue Breakfast Beverage, made a face, but said nothing. “Magnifiman had a full night, it looks like. Hopefully some of those arrests were made by his sidekick.”

“I don’t think so, but just because it isn’t mentioned here, doesn’t mean that it’s not the case.”

“If he’s being paid to clean up the streets, he’d better be helping out.”

I watched Liz spread about half a pound of cream cheese on her bagel. “I doubt if they’re being paid. Aren’t real crime fighters, like, independently wealthy—or just abnormally generous? You’ve got to admit, people with superpowers are high maintenance. Money should be a necessary evil.”

My sister laughed. “Good looks, brawn, and money! I want to marry the guy!”

“What about brains?”

“I’d rather hold off on that. Absolute perfection is a bit scary. I’ll take what’s there, thanks.”

“Well, I’m glad they’re around to help,” Mom said, straightening up. “How about some bacon and eggs, Eric?”

“No thanks, Mom.”

“You’re welcome to color your eggs blue.” That was a low blow, and I must admit my resolution wavered. Then I remembered my Chemistry Lab and studied Mom—nope, no signs of remembering, with her mood being its usual upbeat self. Best not to disturb the waters and concede, at least this once.

“Okay, okay, I’ll have one of each. No food coloring required. I’m trying to save every drop of the stuff.”

“You’re underweight. You’re having two of each.”

“Can I have them baked, not fried?”

Mom blinked. “Eric, your breakfast’s going by way of the frying pan. Honestly, the way you go on and on about my cooking—you’ve been listening to that woman on that dumb frou-frou cooking show on cable again, haven’t you?”

“No, my arteries, actually,” I muttered as I helped myself to a bagel, trying to ignore the expired date on the bag. I saw no signs of mold anywhere, and careful sniffing yielded nothing but the usual smell of bland factory-produced food that had the consistency of old rubber.

“I heard that.”

* * * *
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Peter was grounded, but he took it all in stride. He appeared more relaxed than I’d ever seen him. More confident, even, which got me to wonder. Hell, I didn’t even recognize him when I was at my locker, sorting through my junk, and I turned when I heard my name called and saw this boy waving at me from the other end of the hallway, grinning toothily.

It was a reflexive move to look behind me just in case it was another Eric who was being saluted, but I only saw the usual swarm of students hurrying to and from their lockers, chattering and laughing.

“I was calling you, Plath.”

Peter sauntered over to me, his usual well-dressed self. The only difference was that the boy was glowing—almost literally. I looked suspiciously at the dreary fluorescent lights overhead.

“Hi, Eric.” Althea stepped out from behind Peter, half-pissed, half-glum as she eyed me through her thick glasses. “How’s it going?”

“I’m doing great, thanks.”

“I’ll bet you are.”

She knew. I looked at Peter, who nodded and shrugged with a sheepish little smile. Great. Poor Althea—I loved her to pieces, but now I dreaded the fallout, if any. I didn’t have a lot of friends—girl buddies, even less so. Initial impressions in Althea’s case said nothing more than complete teenage heartbreak.

Althea Horace of the Mystery Machine, we always called her because she was the flesh-and-blood incarnation of Scooby-Doo’s Velma, save for the fact she was black. Althea’s baby dreads followed the shape of a chin-length bob, and a pair of oversized, black-rimmed glasses subtly complemented her rich, chocolate complexion. She was also fond of turtleneck sweaters, and it was through Peter’s joking encouragement—because he was a crazy-ass enabler that way—that she went all the way and wore short pleated skirts no matter what the weather, but she drew the line where the shoes were concerned and wore boots instead.

“You look good,” I offered, my face hot.

“Yeah. Whatever.” Althea then sighed. “Thanks.”

“I’m grounded,” Peter said, his voice non-committal.

“I was hoping that you wouldn’t be. For how long?”

“A week.”

“I guess that’s not so bad.”

He smirked. “You say that now. I’ll give you a week to change your mind.”

I stared back, surprised into silence.

The bell rang, and the three of us fell into step together as we made our way to our first class. I kept Althea sandwiched between us, seeing how she was looking more and more miserable as the conversation wore on. I did that in hopes of getting her involved, but it only made things worse because Peter had tuned her out, behaving as though no one else existed but him and me. When I offered to carry Althea’s books, I thought I heard her growl, and I swear foam was starting to form in her mouth. She stayed quiet as we walked up the stairs to the third floor, and Peter, his anxiety gone and his confidence stoked, yammered nonstop, giving me my second shock of the day. I think I spent my time gaping at him, my mind sending out warning signals about poor Althea. He didn’t pay attention.

She snapped once we reached the third floor landing.

Turning to Peter, she swung her fist and slugged him in the shoulder, sending him staggering toward the wall. For someone who stood at five-foot-one, she sure packed an impressive wallop.

“Ow, what the hell?” he yelped.

Althea drew herself up and squared her shoulders back with a contented smile. “There. That felt good.” Then she looked at me. “I swear, they’re either gay or priests. It’s really pissing me off.”

“Or both,” I stammered, poised to defend myself.

She left me alone, though. It was Peter who’d broken her heart. Then again, I could never tell with girls.

“Since you’re grounded, Peter, I’d like to borrow your boyfriend this afternoon. The traveling carnival’s about to pack up and move, and I want to check it out before it’s gone. I need an escort. Two would’ve been better, but shit happens, apparently.”

“You’ll probably be my escort, not the other way around. Looks like I’ll be well-defended against freaky clowns.”

Peter gingerly massaged his shoulder while I opened the door to the third floor for Althea. “You don’t need to ask for my permission. Eric’s free to do whatever he wants. Not like I can do much, being walled up at home after school. God, where’d you learn to hit like that?”

“Bruce Lee. That one-inch-punch thing. Read about it online. I haven’t gotten it right yet, but I’m working on it.”

Althea vanished through the door and trotted off to class while I hung back, waiting for Peter. I chuckled and shook my head. “Serves you right. Insensitive bastard.”

“What? What did I do?”

I rolled my eyes. “Ignored her, that’s what. She was right there, a couple of inches away, and you just kept on talking over her.”

“Did I?”

“Uh, yeah.”

He grimaced. His mood mellowed out, and for a second or two, I thought I’d just caught a super quick glimpse of the old Peter. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry. I’ll have to make it up to her sometime.”

“You’re a different person,” I noted, cocking my head thoughtfully. “Not in a bad way, though—just different. I’ve never seen you this upbeat and restless.”

“Oh,” he said, chuckling and coloring a little. Then he shrugged. “I’m in the doghouse—sort of—and for good reason.”

“You know, I’ve never seen anyone enjoy being grounded this much.”

“I’m a sucker for punishment,” he replied, kissing me once assured that we were alone. “It’s the cause of my punishment that’s been my mood enhancer today. That said, I’d do it again if given another chance.”

“Don’t tempt fate, fer chrissakes, or I’ll never be able to go out with you. I’m forced to wait a whole week as it is.”

“Tempt fate? Oh, you mean like this?”

Another kiss or two—actually, it was a longish series of kisses—actually, it was something close to a torrid make-out session, yes, on the third floor landing, with me getting slammed against the wall and pressed there, Peter’s mouth, hands, and body serving as a very exciting anchor. We were the only students in the stairwell, and in the crazy melting swirl that used to be my brain, I could barely hear distant footsteps and voices fading off as well as doors opening and closing.

What was left of my self-control managed to drag itself out of my brain muck and give me a sharp slap upside the head. I pushed Peter away and tried to hold him at arm’s length. It wasn’t an easy thing to do. I never until then realized how strong he was—though it might be because he was horny—and it was a struggle getting him off me.

Then again, I guess it was very likely because I didn’t want him to stop, either.

I swallowed and waited for my breathing to quiet down. “We’ll be late.”

“I know. I don’t care. I’m beginning to enjoy this rebellion stuff.” He smiled, his eyes a bit glazed, and traced my mouth with a finger.

“You almost broke my back, throwing me against the wall like that.”

“Did I hurt you? Jesus, I’m sorry.”

The glazed look was still there. This time a bit of fear tempered it, and I had to smile to reassure him. “I’m all right, seriously. I didn’t hit my head. Just got the wind knocked out of me—caught me off guard. Looks like your tennis lessons are paying off.”

“Yeah. Looks like they are,” he stammered. “Okay, I think I’m ready.”

Taking a deep, unsteady breath, he stepped away and led me out of the stairwell. Thank heaven for slackers.

About half a dozen students scurried up and down the hallway, frantically searching for their classrooms. Peter and I crossed the threshold of ours just as the second bell rang. I glanced in Althea’s direction and caught her staring daggers at us, her arms crossed on her chest. Whether she was blessed with the keenest perception a human being could ever have, or we were way too obvious, I couldn’t say, but that look of hers spoke volumes of what she knew. Well, I suppose the fact we entered the room a good three or so minutes after her would have been a dead giveaway. Reflexively, I ran my fingers through my hair and straightened out my jacket and shirt, just in case.

I took the empty seat in front of her while Peter sat beside me.

I flashed Althea a crooked little grin as I deposited my bag on the floor. She merely narrowed her eyes and mouthed, “Skank.” 
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Chapter 11
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The carnival, ironically enough, was situated in the abandoned corner of Vintage City’s industrial area, where the biotech companies used to flourish. It was almost fitting. The carnival—which went by the name The Solstice Masque—presented itself as the blue-collar equivalent of Cirque du Soleil, and the grounds swarmed with employees in grotesque costumes.

One would say they looked like genetic mutants.

The rides, which were pretty tame, were old. The merry-go-round, the tilt-a-whirl, the Ferris wheel, and the swing carousel reeked with age, from the rickety creaking of moving joints to the soiled and scratched paint.

Animal and cherub carvings looked like relics that were salvaged from the darkest corners of the oldest antique shop. The wild, manic expressions on the horses’ faces and the wide-eyed, watchful looks on wooden cherubs’ had that distinct gleam of craziness to them. I couldn’t help but stare back, kind of hypnotized and a little creeped out. The waltz from the calliope had a freaky, off-key quality, sort of like the violin music I’d heard in the theater several days earlier. In this case, though, there was nothing ominous about the sound—nothing threatening. It was just spooky. With the swarming figures of costumed carnival workers and the clouds of smoke and steam being belched into the air, the fairgrounds kept us in an atmosphere of phantasmagoric mystery (“phantasmagoric”: another vocab quiz remnant).

Althea totally loved it, of course. As a peace offering for stealing her hoped-for gay boyfriend, I shelled out what was left of my allowance for cotton candy and gave it to her.

“Pretty cool,” she breathed, looking around.

“Want to check out a ride?”

“Nah—I might have nightmares. I’m here to enjoy the view.” She nodded in the direction of the old, abandoned buildings some distance from the fairgrounds. “Except for those, anyway. Someone should’ve had those torn down.”

“They could be used for something else,” I offered.

With all the lights, the laughter, and the music that transformed the empty concrete lot, the old biotech buildings looked like rotting old shells looming above us.

Darkness hid much of them from view. Their silhouettes and their windows’ faint outlines appeared like something from the beyond, and what bits I knew about the industry back in their heyday didn’t help ease the tickling crawling of my skin. Reports of people dying or getting hurt during lab tests that went wrong were better known, but there were also rumors that floated around involving genetic manipulations and the monsters that came out of the test tubes.
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