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        To my DAD,

        There’s no other dad like you in the world,

        I’m proud to be your son.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Anyone can be a Father,

        but it takes someone special to be a

        Dad.”
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Chapter 1


          

          Exiled

        

      

    

    
      My father Eric is a good man.

      Some call him a hero. I have to convince myself that Iʼm ﬁghting to be a good man too. That this is what it takes to be a hero.

      A ﬁreball hurtles toward me. I roll, narrowly dodging as the heat opens my pores. No time to breathe. I throw out my hand, a telekinetic force slamming my attacker into the wall. My chest tight, lungs burn. I ignite my own ﬁre. Sweat drips, sizzling against the ﬂames curling around my ﬁngers.

      The room is nothing but darkness. The four black walls are pressing in, swallowing the dim glow of my ﬁre.

      The dim blue lights and now my blaze isnʼt enough to hold back the shadows.

      I canʼt see whoʼs coming next.

      A ﬁgure appears, their gun aimed at my head. I throw a blast of ﬁre to impair them. Two silhouettes to my sides blur toward me, each step faster than the last.

      Bolts.

      I cut my ﬂames to launch into the air. One day I'll be able to use both Flight and Pyrokinesis simultaneously. But not today.

      I land on top of one Bolt with a punch taking them out of the ﬁght. The other tackles me to the ground. My attacker unleashes punches to my stomach. Each hit driving me to the cold hard concrete below. Yet, their ﬁsts are not as strong or as fast as their super speed legs. A Bolt is better oﬀ kicking.

      The ﬁrst hit knocks the air from my lungs, but after a few I grab their ﬁst, utilizing my Brute strength. I throw them oﬀ of me like a rag doll. I catch my breath for only a second before four more ﬁgures surround me.

      The ﬁght never stops. Just like this war. Fighting people like this helps forge a better future. If the people who Exiled us want Preters dead, we have to ﬁght back. Or so my father would say.

      Being cornered, I instinctually focus a surge of energy to knock each backward. The instant after my telekinetic push, I stir up my energy, my coarse, scaly legs vibrate as I start a jog forward activating my own Bolt super speed. Nearby two of my attackers disappear into a spiraling indigo warp as everything slows from my Bolt perception of time.

      A ﬁgure reaches out with telekinesis, while the Bolt enemy I threw rushes back at me. They both move sluggishly as my perception slows. I jab the Bolt in the jaw. Even without ample strength it still knocks them oﬀ balance, and they slowly fall to the ground.

      I slide into the legs of the Telekinetic leaving them gently falling in the air. While the two bodies ﬂoat lazily to the ground, I bolt over to the remaining ﬁgure slowing down my speed enough to use my strength to hit them with multiple punches to their chest. Their body resists; they must have super strength. Brutes are the worst.

      Shwwt slowly cuts through the room. A portal behind me. An unforgettable sound that reminds me of ripping paper or the ocean. A violent wave crashing then collapsing on itself until silence again ﬁlls the space. A ﬁgure whips out of the warp. I am too late to react.

      A Bolt barrels through with another slowly emerging behind. The other Bolt now fully recovers from my jab to the jaw and tries punching me. I duck the ﬁrst attack but the second sends me stumbling backward, causing me to lose my focus on speed and sending me out of my slow-motion time. I smack into the cement wall, the impact reverberating through my bones.

      The Telekinetic tumbles to the ground from being swept oﬀ his feet. The Brute gets knocked back into the opposite wall but quickly recovers from the blows I hit.

      I push from the wall, forcing air in and out of my lungs as my heart threatens to explode. I don't know how much longer I can keep up this strength. The Bolt rushes over and slams me back into the wall. The crack of my head against the hard surface echoes through the room. Their forearm crushes my throat, and black spots threaten my vision and fight to encase me in more darkness as my air is forced from my lungs. The spots grow larger and darker while my body starts to relax, but my brain screams to stay awake and ﬁght.

      The Teleporter lands from his portal and pulls out a gun while the other four slowly shake oﬀ my blows. The wooziness and lack of oxygen are making it impossible to focus. My enemies prepare to end this ﬁght.

      The spots take my vision and Iʼm thirteen again looking into my fathers eyes. Tears burned in my own. My father averted his gaze unable to face the pain he caused me. I clutched my stomach where he landed a kick. My back ached from where it broke the wall. All for the sake of training.

      I just wanted to be a kid.

      “Get up,” he said. “All that power within you, you canʼt give up. You must be strong.” I blink and Iʼm back in the shadowy room.

      My brain ﬁghts to stay awake. My chest burns. My power won't cooperate if I canʼt focus. The Bolt pushes harder on my neck making the bit of air I try to sneak in rush out again, and the spots in my vision become more intense.

      All I can do is use my strength on one punch. My strike smashes the Bolt in the stomach.

      The other Bolt gathers speed as I gasp for air. I make two portals in front of me that they run through, sending them on either side of the Teleporter and creating a Bolt-Teleporter sandwich. I knock away the gun before they can ﬁre it, leaving them all motionless on the ground. My limbs grow weak, but I have to keep pushing.

      The Brute and the Telekinetic are to my left. I push with all of my mental strength but it is met by a block. The Telekinetic and I are in a match of pure mental strength, our forces pushing us both back.

      If I try to attack the Brute, the Telekineticʼs ability will overpower me. I strain my ability. The Brute strides toward me, preparing for a ﬁnishing blow. I need a plan. Even that small thought lessens my strength, my opponent's force pushing me to the wall. I have one idea.

      This is gonna hurt.

      The Brute quickens his pace, winding up for a strike. Before it connects, I break the concentration between the Telekinetic and me and open a portal right in front of the two of us. The Brute goes through it. He appears next to the Telekinetic, the blow that is meant for me strikes the other ﬁgure knocking him out, but not before his wave of energy washes over me, slamming me harshly to the cement wall. I force my body into one more attack. I ﬂy over to the last ﬁgure, acting as a bullet. The impact sends them ﬂying, out for the count.

      "Was I good enough?" I shout, ﬁnally able to breathe.

      A click comes from behind my head. A gun. It explodes as the bullet leaves its chamber. Even at a super speed I can't stop it.

      Even with all eight Preter abilities, Iʼm dead.

      Lucky for me, this was just another day of training.

      "Never underestimate your enemy.”

      My father emerges from the shadows, his presence looming over me with a weight of intimidation.

      Eric.

      Bright lights turn on and the shadowy ﬁgures dissolve. Small black orbs that create the simulated ﬁgures move to the corners of the cement walls. Courtesy of Ericʼs raids for military-grade equipment.

      “You're too slow. You'll never win if you can't even beat a training exercise.”

      "That's ridiculous, I've been training since I can remember, and I get better every single day. I'm ready," I plead to him, rubbing the back of my head. The simulated bullet hit like a powerful bee sting.

      "This battle Iʼm ﬁghting is not a simulation, we’re ﬁghting the same government that Exiled our people. The racist, murdering, ruthless government. You werenʼt alive during the dark times, the ﬁrst generation of Preters. Youʼre diﬀerent than the rest of us. With all of those powers, you have to be ruthless. If not youʼll die, and there will be no hope left,” he pauses, for a moment I think he might say something sentimental but he continues. “And you don't even want to kill the simulations. You could've easily ended the teleporter by turning the gun around and pulling the tr⁠—"

      "Well, I wouldn't like it if someone killed me so why would I do it to them?" I interrupt, I canʼt help but joke. He gives me that serious stare. I've never known my father to joke around when it comes to training. It's always You're holding back, son. You have to be better son. Stop holding back. I'm getting sick of it. "Look I won't kill, not a simulation, and deﬁnitely not a person. I know they're terrible people, they're always trying to attack us, but I won't cross that line. I couldnʼt come back from killing someone."

      "They kill US, son!” His voice echoes through the training space. He straightens his back in his rigid fatherly way. It sends a chill down my spine as he lets his words sink in. “Eliminating a threat permanently could save countless lives. We have to kill them if we want things to change.” His words stab his point in further. His rich brown skin contrasts with his white shirt and black athletic pants. Eric continues, “What I do, what we can do is for a better future. ʻThose who attack ﬁrst have control and control is—ʼ”

      “We can change things without stooping to their level,” I murmur in disagreement. “People that think like you are why there were dark times. There's strength in showing mercy. I can beat our enemies my way.”

      “Oh yeah?” Eric chuckles. “You have no idea what needs to be done. You think you can handle a real opponent?” He squares oﬀ to me. A smile lurks on his lip as he sizes me up. “Go on, hit me.” He tilts his head. “For real.”

      My jaw tightens. Is he is giving me a free shot outside of sparring? When we spar, he does so with open palms. Now his hands clench into fists. Tight enough that I can almost feel the power he is holding back. His feet are planted like tree trunks. His face tightening into his overly serious stare. I instinctually take a step back. In response, that lurking smile sneaks its way onto his face. I plant myself like him. This is a chance to show him he can’t keep pushing me around. I canʼt back down now.

      “I can tell you want to. Just do it. Show me your power.” Eric mocks.

      Squeezing my hand into a ﬁst, I wind up and swing at his face. His telekinesis bats me away. Iʼm almost knocked oﬀ balance by his force.

      “Come on, you can do better than that. Hit. Me.” He taunts.

      Resentment fueling my power, I shove him back. Eric slides backward on his heels, otherwise unfazed. I lift into the air, closing the distance with my ﬁst raised. Putting all my power into this attack, I aim for his chest. Coming down hard on him my knuckles make an impact.

      My wrist crumples.

      Like I hit a brick wall or a tree, but worse because with the telekinetic force I put behind my punch I wouldʼve put a hole in that wall or tree. I grab my wrist, biting back a scream from the sudden shock of pain.

      “Holding back like that will get you killed if you face a real threat. You still have much to learn son. Power is the only thing that can truly inﬂuence the world. You have so much of it, but itʼs wasted.”

      “Enough with this power talk!” Pain brings out anger. He always says I’m holding back even when I’m pushing my limits. Even when I’m using all of my strength. He knows that I can’t use all of my powers at once, but he still taunts me with this idea of there being so much more power inside of me than what I let show. “We live in a world where the three most ʻpowerfulʼ Preter types are Exiled, and looked down on. So our power means nothing!”

      “The world wants us to believe we are helpless, but thatʼs not even close to the truth.” My father puts a hand on my shoulder, either to assert some control or comfort me, possibly both. “Just one of our Kin is stronger than all the other Preter abilities combined. I just showed you that.”

      “Yet weʼre still the Exiled, we still have to live away from everyone else because of what happened to Diego.” I push his grip away. “That is why we need people to be better than killers. Show real power by being heroes!”

      “You canʼt get anywhere by playing hero, people in this world use ʻheroesʼ for their own gain. If you do not show your own dominance, your own power, then you get chewed up!” Eric catches himself before his temper rises. He sucks in a deep breath and rubs the bridge of his nose. He releases his annoyance with the breath. “Iʼm not going to keep having this discussion with you, son.”

      I shudder at the word.

      “Your class's Recognition is soon. You will get your task and then you will start to see how this world is, and why Iʼve trained you like this for all these years.” He turns around, dismissing me with a wave of his hand.

      I brush oﬀ what he says and start to build my speed to take oﬀ. I Bolt past him without another word.
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        * * *

      

      I zip out of the underground training room we use attached to Eric's work shed. Running just slow enough that my enhanced Bolt perception keeps my surroundings from blurring, I run down Main Street. The last thing my dad said gave me a sliver of hope. Maybe Iʼll get the assignment I want with Recognition and ﬁnally see a little bit more of this world.

      I run right to my best friend's shop. Well, his parents' shop, and the only kind of working store in our Sanctuary. The front of their building has worn-down words reading, “Out of this World,” and underneath a crude banner with the word “Exchange” in bold letters. The Exchange gets everything from trades with the other Exiled, so it's really more like, “Out of this Town.” What we call Sanctuary is the city of Mendocino California, where the Telekinetics settled. We call each other Kin.

      I open the Exchangeʼs door, a bell signifying my entrance. The vaulted ceilings are a dingy white color, faded from a decade of desperately needing a fresh coat of paint. The shelves and tables holding the items have been repaired over the years by handy BuilderKin. There are cans of food found from outskirt cities by the Traders, as well as books, clothes, and anything useful they could collectively carry telekinetically. One wall is covered by a “Grocery Store” fridge, something my father supplied from a raid to keep perishables cold. The shop is more empty than usual, especially with the weekly stock coming in today. A plain sheet covers the back walls where construction is taking place.

      The owner's podium is in the back overlooking it all. Chris sits with his legs up, reading a comic, his presence holding a quiet determination. He looks up at the sound of the door.

      “Caz! You done training for today already?” Chris asks.

      I zip up to him without going fast enough to knock cans and bottles from shelves. On his desk sits the list of Kin in the town and what items they trade or barter for. They offer acts of cleaning, farming, building, or other services to the Sanctuary in return for clothes, food, or the occasional book for entertainment. This is the best us Kin could come up with for “currency.”

      “Get anything interesting from the Traders today?” I ask, hopeful for something to distract from my father's harsh outlook.

      “Actually, yeah,” Chris jumps down from his seat and removes a piece of paper folded in between his comic book pages: a torn map. “There was this! Finally, a more updated map of the states.”

      He tells me he found the main place Traders go to. “We know the Exiled are spread out about 400 miles up and down Americaʼs west coast. And there's this big old city called San Francisco. It has tall buildings and a bay, and Iʼm thinking this is where our Traders go.” Chrisʼs blue eyes widen as he points out the areas he mentions. “I overheard my parents talk about a trade portal, so they must have a teleporter in the city!”

      “We will know for ourselves soon enough.” I let out a breath of anticipation. Iʼve been waiting for Recognition since I was little and learned that Traders are the ones that get to leave the Sanctuary and visit the other Exiled. “I just hope my father being the administrator of Recognition doesn't change my assignment. You are obviously getting Trader. Your grades are good and you have shown Edith in gym you can ﬁght.”

      “Your dad is the Sanctuary's leader, and Edith is his right hand. Eric will put you on the best assignment. Youʼre his son.” I wince at the word. Chris doesnʼt notice. “Plus, thereʼs only Builder, Farmer, and Trader. You have the grades and athletic ability to ʻdefend and negotiateʼ as a Trader.” Chris says ‘defend and negotiate’ with a deep voice, imitating Eric’s stern tone. It prompts a small smile from me.

      My father has only prepared me for the war against the government, not to help this Sanctuary and the other Exiled survive in some resemblance of a society. To help people. I want to be a hero like the ones us Kin hear rumors about across the world, from Diego's time. But I guess winning Ericʼs war could mean acceptance in the east. Fighting back is how heroes help people, right?

      “Come on!” Chris exclaims, distracting me. “The Builders ﬁnally ﬁnished renovations so the rest of the Exchange can be stocked!”

      Chris leads me to the plain sheet on the far walls and pulls it back. The Exchange’s building walls have been torn down, making the structure partially open. A brick path lies at my feet, and bushes, ﬂowers, and greenery line the perimeter of the space, giving it a small park square feel. Now the houses around the edges of the square are hollowed out with additions to create Exchange fronts. A small building on the left is missing a wall, showing a wide table and space for clothing items inside. Some BuilderKin litter the space, floating materials and tools around to finish the construction. A long, sturdy piece of wood needs three Telekinetics to lift it. I could do it alone with all of my training.

      Most of the things the Builders create are from the abundant supply of bare trees around Mendocino. The bark is forever damaged from wildﬁres that ravaged the west coast because of global warming. Some of the old houses in this town are just foundations because of the fires and us Kin never rebuilt those when we became the Sanctuary.

      “I can see it now,” I say, walking around the indoor-outdoor space. Some other people from the Sanctuary start to come in to see the new Exchange. “Youʼd put the clothing Exchange in that little house.” I point to the left where the BuilderKin have already started ﬂoating clothes into it. “Then you can have this middle section for food and crops we get, the cold stuﬀ will stay in the original Exchange building. Supplies and other necessities can be over here, then in the back on that wall.” I point straight ahead, toward a small house that hasn't been hollowed yet. “We can have an entertainment section.”

      “I have the perfect thing to add.” Chris opens a box as the contents begin to ﬂy out with his mind. He reveals a rolled-up poster, and he lets it unroll. “A poster of Diego Scott.”

      The former president's face is plastered on the poster, he looks similar to me except for his eyes. A tan skin tone, dark hair and piercing green eyes. Below his face, the poster depicts a hand shake. One hand presumably human and the other Diegoʼs, indicated by his signature chrome bracelet he always wore, which became a symbol of unity. At the bottom it reads “We can all be heroes,” with stylized symbols of all the diﬀerent Preter types in small circles.

      An outstretched hand with ﬁngers extended for the Kin, telekinetics.

      A ﬂexing bicep for the Brutes, super strength.

      A lit ﬂame for the Pyros, pyrokinetics.

      A pair of coarse scaly legs for the Bolts, super speed.

      A single eye for the Precogs, precognition.

      An oval with a silhouette walking through for the Warps, teleportation.

      A silhouette ﬂoating with their arms straightened above them for the Fliers, ﬂight.

      A realistic looking brain for the Paths, telepaths.

      “Youʼve been holding out on me! Whereʼd you get this?” I study the poster.

      This must've been a promotion for him to be re-elected. Diego Scott was the ﬁrst Preter-human president. Not to mention the only person ever to be born with multiple abilities, let alone all of them. Before me. Diego exuded peace. Seeing that I have his abilities, I always think I am supposed to bring everyone back together like he tried to do. Maybe Recognition will be the ﬁrst step toward that.

      “Just found it today with some books and magazines, but you can have it. Consider it part of your early birthday gift.” It's midafternoon, by this time on Saturdays people start to see what they can trade for the week, before everything good is gone. Chris looks around at the slowly ﬁlling space before bringing his voice down. “Plus, you and Diego are more similar than people think.” He gives an obvious wink.

      Some kids I recognize from school are now at the Exchange. They look over to Chris and me, hiding their laughs. I roll up the poster and put it in my pocket. To the kids at school, I'm just some loner who spends all of his time with his dad. If they only knew the power I have.

      “Come on, donʼt worry about them.” Chris leads toward an exit onto the street. Though, while still in earshot of the kids, Chris shouts, “High school gossip has no eﬀect on the great Casimir and Chris!” I push him out of the break between a wall and bush onto the street. “What? I was just telling you that you're awesome, and Iʼm awesome. You think they heard, Caz?”

      We laugh together, walking toward our houses along Main street with the rocky coast on our right side. Along the coast some of the FarmerKin are tilling the ground. The equipment ﬂoats along while the Farmers stand concentrating, plowing for the next round of seeds or planting or whatever they do. Some Kin ﬁsh along the rocks. On our left the Sanctuary contradicts the lively feeling of the coast. With short buildings and dreary colors it gives the town a sleepy feel.

      I don't want to end up dreary and bland like this Sanctuary. I love our Kin, but I couldn't be a Farmer growing crops or a Builder ﬁxing or making houses. I need to see the world. A Trader is the closest thing. I could go to the other Exiled, maybe this “San Francisco,” and see other Preters. Learn about what happens on the east coast or the rest of the world. We could go anywhere we wanted now but Eric strongly suggests not to, says that the military government is just waiting to ﬁnd where weʼve settled and wipe us all out.

      “I just canʼt wait for a change!” I complain to Chris about this frequently, and he supports the idea of traveling however we can.

      “Things are gonna get better. Who knows, maybe in a couple years we will ﬁnd a way to rejoin the country.” Chris pats my shoulder. “I heard some people at the Exchange talking about the progressiveness of the Trade city, but Iʼm not sure what they mean.”

      “We are about to be eighteen, and the fact that the adults don't tell the kids where the Exiled are just doesnʼt make sense,” I say.

      “Maybe itʼs for our own good.” I give him an exhausted look, but Chris continues. “I mean, I know you tell me how harsh your dad is, but maybe he's protecting you.”

      “Protecting me from what?” I let out a huﬀ. “Jeez, you sound just like him.”

      “Iʼm on your side here. Iʼm just saying, we are the ﬁrst kids to grow up here, your dad and our parents’ generation of Kin built this Sanctuary from the ground up. I think they are doing the best they can.”

      Our system isn't perfect, but it's the best weʼve done since Diego Scott was killed in 2108 by some of the big three. The same year I was born. Since then, those three Preter types were deemed dangerous by the government and were forced to stay or relocate to the west coast: Telekinetics, Pyrokinetics, and Telepathics. Talk about a small group giving the rest of their kind a bad reputation. The west coast is cut oﬀ from gas, food, and other things people used to not think twice about like electricity. Somehow the cars here were disabled with some long term EMP that aﬀected the vehicles’ engines. Luckily the Exiled were able to get some sort of dam system for electricity and farming for food.

      “Like I said, I agree with you man. I canʼt wait until we can forge our own path.” Chris knows me well enough to know how I'm thinking. “But from stories Iʼve heard, even in 2108 before Diego died things were going downhill. Maybe your dads war with these people will help. You know me, I don't like ﬁghting but if the military is as bad as we think, ﬁghting could help change the system.”

      Changing the broken system. That's what heroes do too right? Fighting could help, but then I'd have to lean into agreeing with my father. His pushing and prodding for his “son” to be better, more powerful.

      “Maybe my power can help everyone.” I let out as we walk up to my home. Similar to all of the other houses in the Sanctuary, it's a tan two-story building, with burned woods in the backyard along with Eric's shed.

      “Itʼs what Diego did.” Chris reinforces my thought. “Or you could become a trader just to run the Exchange.” Chris turns from me, gesturing as if this is some grand idea. “Show the Sanctuary some real power.” He laughs.

      “If I got Trader just to run your parents’ shop,” I laugh with Chris, “Iʼd be⁠—”

      My front door swings open, and Eric stands in the doorway. Still in his t-shirt and always menacing.

      Something is seriously wrong just looking at my father’s eyes.

      “The military hit one of our groups,” Eric states, “and killed some of the Exiled.”
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      Eric gives Chris a nod, the most polite way he can say goodbye. While my mind works in overdrive, I head to my room. Before my father can barge in I throw my new poster under my bed; Eric has never liked Diego.

      My simple room is here for sleep and occasionally homework. If I ever have free time I try to spend it out of the house. Few books scatter my shelf, titles my mom has found for me that are apparently classics. To Kill a Mockingbird and Of Mice and Men. One of the few gifts from my father is a book titled The Art of War. He thought I would read it, but I havenʼt. I do admit, tips and excerpts analyzing war sounds tactics interesting. Some polaroid pictures of my mom and Chris are the other items on the shelves. One picture collects dust–my father and me from soon after I started my training. His massive frame stands behind me in a military pose. The corner of his mouth is raised a fraction. I tried mimicking his pose, but with a wide smile. I looked up to him then, I still do, but itʼs more like now I look for his approval.

      “Son,” my father comes in behind me. He lets out a deep sigh from a burden he never shares. “First, I wanted to say I know we don't always see eye to eye, but I only have your best interest in mind.”

      “What about the Exiled? What happened?” Why doesnʼt he start with that?

      “Iʼve always told you that we are hunted, but you thought you could show kindness to the country and things would work out.”

      “I never said that⁠—”

      He holds up his hand to stop me. “Itʼs what you meant.” Eric considers kindness as weakness. “That sort of compassion has caused the Telepathʼs base to be destroyed. Someone showed the government where the Paths settled, with good intentions no doubt. But I don't know if any of them survived. This is why we have rules, why we don't leave the Sanctuary. The rest of the country wants us dead, and will get that done by any means.”

      “Are you going after them?” Anger rises. Isn't it enough that we Exiled have to live in poverty, separated from the rest of the country and Preter types? Eric has always been trying to take down this military, and without him maybe the Sanctuary would be destroyed instead. “Does this mean they are looking for us?”

      “They are always looking for us. You have to remember though, us Kin are the strongest. Kin are the most feared by the government. Thatʼs why Iʼve trained you. You donʼt have to be afraid⁠—”

      “Iʼm not.”

      “Then our training hasn't been for nothing,” Eric responds, almost satisﬁed. “Fear has gotten to other Preters, so they live complacently.”

      “What's there to be afraid of when Iʼve got all eight powers?” I laugh.

      “Iʼve told you, this is no joke. You have no idea what it was like, son. When I was your age, Preters were the target of so many hate crimes. Humans never accept something diﬀerent, especially when it is something more powerful than themselves.”

      “Is that—” I want to ask, is that why youʼre so hard on me? But I donʼt have the courage for the answer. Itʼs like I'm just a soldier to him. Sometimes he makes me feel so important and valued. Maybe it's just for my power. “Is that what made you strong?”

      Eric smiles at that, “Yes son, Iʼve learned that you have to take the things you want in this world.

      Remember, those who attack ﬁrst have control and⁠—”

      “Control is power, I know,” I respond ﬂatly, and silence follows. “Have you seen the Exchange? They ﬁnished the construction, and I ran there after—” I catch my mistake soon as it leaves my lips.

      “What did I tell you about bolting in the Sanctuary? We donʼt want people seeing your power.”

      “Kids in school have seen my scaley legs, they know I can bolt. They probably think I somehow have two powers, but I don't show anyone anything else.” Except Chris, but I keep that to myself.

      “Keep it to a minimum and no more portals. The time will come when we can show this whole country our power.” He opens my door to leave but stops. “Your mother thinks Iʼm too hard on you. But just look at how strong you are becoming.” Eric takes a second, and he looks like he's having trouble getting his next words together. “You did . . . adequate in training today, Casimir.” He closes the door behind him.

      Silence follows for a few minutes. I enjoy the fact that Eric gave me some recognition. That he didn't call me “son.” I grab the poster from under my bed and look at Diego Scott. No matter how hard he fought there was still so much hate toward Preters. Will I be able to do more than him? I hang it on my wall with a tac. As I ﬁnish there's a knock at my door that could only be one person.

      “Come in,” I sigh, ﬁnally relaxing as I fall to my bed.

      “Hey Caz, how was your day?” My mom's sweet tone brightens up my room.

      “It was alright, training was the same. I saw the new Exchange after, and Chris gave me that.” I point to the poster.

      “That doesnʼt sound like too bad of a day,” she comes over and sits next to me, her blue eyes wanting more of how I truly feel.

      “It's just—” I feel like Iʼm not doing enough. A pawn in some war. Making no progress in my life when I want to go out and help ﬁx the world. It's hard to tell my mom those things though. “Eric keeps telling me I have to be more like the world, but I want to be like you. You used to save people. Now people are so selﬁsh that the Sanctuary barely survives. Eric says the whole world is this selﬁsh and cruel but I canʼt believe that no one else is like you. If so, youʼre the brightest part of this vicious world.” She lived during Diegoʼs peace, and now she exudes everything the former president stood for. Being the wife of the townʼs leader, people look up to her compassion.

      “Youʼre sweet honey, but even I couldn't save everyone when I was a doctor. The world has always been harsh but people like us will never stop trying to make it better. Like Diego,” my mom points to the poster. “It's terrible but sometimes it takes being a martyr for there to be lasting change. Now with you, you can continue his legacy, maybe start by helping the Exiled. You were born to make a diﬀerence, Caz. To be a hero.”

      “You give me the strength to keep going mom, to be the best I can be. I'm just still ﬁguring out what to do with all of this power.”

      “Power has the capability to destroy and uplift, itʼs up to how someone uses the power they are given.” My mom says matter of factly.

      Her calming tone can only do so much after talking to Eric. I bring him up again. “Sometimes Eric makes me⁠—”

      “Stop calling him Eric, heʼs your dad.”

      “He doesnʼt feel like it, more like a drill sergeant that cares a little. You make me feel like a hero, he makes me feel like—” I have trouble ﬁnding the word. A weapon, a piece in his game, a means to an end. Like he is pushing me to be something Iʼm not. Someone he thinks I am.

      “There's diﬀerent kinds of heroes, Casimir. Your father is one in his own way. You be the hero you want to be. Be the hero the world needs. Trust your heart, it will tell you what that is.”

      She smiles at me, ﬁlling me with strength. My mom’s compassion always fills me with hope for the world and for what Peter’s have the capacity to do. Especially after Eric’s constant emphasis on power and control.

      My mom looks at the picture of Eric and I, when I was young and naive. “I've told you stories of me saving people, but I've never told you about the day you were born. You saved me and your father’s life, you know.”

      “How could I save you guys if I was just born?”

      My mom tells me about them rushing to the hospital after her water broke. This had been soon after Diego's death and the Exile. Where they stayed was diﬀerent from our current Sanctuary; the hospital was close by and mostly abandoned except for a handful of nurses and doctors that were among the Exiled. My mom was one of them before she had me.

      As soon as she went into labor they heard a portal sound down the hall, six suits from the government coming after us. One with super speed, three teleporters, and two with super strength. They knew my father was the strongest telekinetic and wanted to stop him. They also knew he was going to have a son and from the president's visions that I would be powerful. They must not have known exactly how powerful I'd be.

      Eric jumped into action.

      I've heard stories of my father going against a dozen men alone and surviving, so this was no diﬀerent. The ﬁght took them through walls and ﬂoors of the hospital. My mother felt tremors and crashes throughout the building. Heard Ericʼs screams of protest as the suits attempted to get to his soon-to-be-born son. Glass windows shattered and computer screens cracked as Eric tore through the men.

      They didnʼt last long.

      He got to my mom right after I was born. I was crying in her arms, and she held me tight trying to comfort me. As a baby, I had curly deep brown hair with eyes in a slightly lighter hue. My little hands and feet, a caramel acorn complexion, writhed as I protested. My strained mother in her hospital gown looked up to my father; they were now proud parents.

      My father dropped to his knees at the sight. My mom was bewildered at the appearance of my coarse legs, as all Preter-humans with super speed had reptilian scales on their legs. The scales are their skin tone and the texture can only be noticed when in close proximity.

      He went to hold me in his arms but another portal appeared in front of him. A ﬁst came through to punch Eric. The hit sent him crashing through the neighboring hospital rooms. Eric recovered, ﬂying at the Brute, but he wasnʼt fast enough. A teleporter emerged next and turned to see my mom and me, and he reached out to grab me but was forced to stop.

      A burst of ﬁre ﬂung the teleporter backward, catching parts of his suit aﬂame. He looked up, putting out some of the ﬂames when an invisible wave of energy was propelled forward. This was telepathy that hit the two men and my father. They all were immobilized with a piercing in their minds. Then, as an infant, I began to cry. A wave of telekinetic energy washed through the air and blasted the two men through the walls of the building, shattering all the remaining glass nearby. My father barely held on while the two men were sent ﬂying out of the building, leaving a path of havoc behind them. The attacks all came from me.

      My father slowly got up to hold me. Beaming, something that is hard for me to picture Eric doing. "Iʼve been waiting so long for you Casimir.” My mom says his eyes watered, emotion heavy in his voice. “Martha, heʼs perfect. Our boy." He pauses for a second. “He is the one, he can stop all of this. He will be the one to stop the years of hatred and imbalance. He can make it known who the greatest group is, we can get our rightful place. At the top! He is our savior.” She says Eric went on about how I will change the world.

      She ﬁnishes her story, trying to improve my mood. “Like I said, your dad is his own kind of hero. He helps the Sanctuary in so many ways. Sometimes he even provides his own food for the trades by going on solo missions, coming back ﬂoating a trailer full of goods behind him.”

      “Yeah, my father is ʻso cool.ʼ ”

      “Your father is a good man. Remember that.'' But does a good man make a good dad? I want to ask, but I donʼt. I don't know if I want the answer. My mom continues, giving me a kiss on my forehead, “I love you Casimir.”

      “I love you too mom.”

      I get comfortable and close my eyes. The idea of being my own hero calms me. Until Ericʼs version of who that should be raids my thoughts.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tonight I have vivid dreams, visions. I sometimes have these about little things; my mom says it's the Precog in me. I'm not a good one. I only predict small things like my food falling on the ground or me tripping on something. Sometimes I'll get visions of my next training sessions which is amazing because I can keep my father off my back those days. I do have a recurring dream of a cell. A room with no windows or doors, cement surrounding me. Sometimes a person sits in the room.

      This vision is diﬀerent. Thereʼs the cell and the person but this time they speak.

      “Such power ﬂows through you, ﬁghting for control,” a voice says.

      I am now standing in a military facility, like a government base of operation, with at least a dozen bodies lying on the ground.

      “Yin and Yang,” the voice continues, sounding monotone. Factual.

      On the ﬂoor is a federal seal reading “The United States of America Preter Protection Program," with the American eagle holding arrows and an olive branch. The seal is cracked in two pieces.

      The room fades and I appear in the windowless concrete cell. A ﬁgure stands in front of me, hooded with a slanted smile. The hood covers the top half of their face, but the bottom is covered by a thick beard.

      Their lips move with the next words. “Without light, there can be no shadow.”

      Iʼm thrown back to the room inside the military base. There is a red chair in the corner of the room, broken and burned. The walls have multiple dents in them from bodies hitting them so hard, and behind us is an elevator. The metal doors are badly bent in like a Brute was trying to get inside. Eric is next to me, and his mouth opens but there is silence and I cannot read his lips.

      “You are no hero,” that voice speaks again, not matching Eric's mouth. That canʼt be him, right? Is it that person sitting in the cave?

      At the thought I'm back in the cell. The darkness creeping up on me. Suﬀocating me. A dim glow ﬁghts to light the dark space. I gasp for air and ﬁnd none. My knees hit the concrete. My hands scrape the rough ground. Every groove in the concrete against my ﬁngers. So real. Is this a dream?

      My chest grows heavy and each breath takes more eﬀort. My heart starts to thump loudly, ﬁlling my ears with the sound of my blood rushing. I struggle to stand, the darkness weighs me down. My heartbeat sounds like a persistent wave crashing in my ears. As I get to my feet I look at the hooded ﬁgure. They open their mouth once more.

      “You were born to be the villain.”

      Silence.

      The pressure and noise stop. The cell changes and Iʼm back in the room surrounded by downed bodies. I calmly open a portal sending Eric somewhere. After that wormhole disappears I make a new one to send me somewhere else.

      I take a second and look around at my surroundings. The bright white lights, the big open room, and the dozen people in suits on the ground, some with their clothes charred or ripped. Some guards have bullet holes right between their eyes. I walk through the portal and as it closes behind me a gun ﬁres. The sound echoes as I wake up.

      Click Boom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

          Pheno

        

      

    

    
      "Get up.” Eric pulls the sheets oﬀ of me. The details of my dream blur as I become more alert. He leaves the room, his voice telling me to follow. “You said you're ready so itʼs time to ﬁnd out."

      After breakfast, we stand in his poorly lit workshop. In front of me he lays out a model of an oﬃcial-looking building.

      "This mission is purely stealth, get in quick and get to this room," Eric points to a corner of the map, "plug this into the computer." My father pulls out a ﬂash drive.

      "A ﬂash drive? What's it gonna do? Blow the place up?" I joke, still wiping the crust from my eyes. "This isn't a time for games, son. It will give us locations to other government bases and maybe prevent them from attacking another Exile hideout.” Taking a beat, he shows the map. "This base is ﬁfty miles due east of here, you can't miss it. You say you're ready? Prove it." He throws me the ﬂash drive. “Everything you know is about to change. You leave in two hours." He says, walking out of the room.

      I stand up straight, clicking my heels together, and salute him, "Yes sir!" I evaluate the layout; it will take me no time to run there, staying under the radar. I would teleport in, but I can only teleport to places that I know well. My heart starts beating faster as I think of the possibilities. My ﬁrst mission. Finally, after years of training nonstop, I can ﬁnally go into the ﬁeld. I can make a diﬀerence.

      "Yes!" I throw my hands up, balls of ﬁre shoot upward, straight through my father's workshop roof, "Oh slack."

      "What did you do?" Father yells from the house.

      I gather my energy and bolt out of there to Chris's. His small one-story house looks like the rest in the sanctuary, bland and colorless. When I arrive, I run right into his room, my speed spinning his chair around as I sit on his bed.

      “You could knock you know Caz," Chris adds sarcastically, “or is that not on the list of superpowers you have?” He laughs, running his hand through his short light hair in his usual plain T-shirt and jeans.

      “Dude, dude, dude! Iʼm going on a mission!” I reveal. “Wait seriously?” Chris stands, “Thatʼs dope, Casimir!”

      “Itʼs super top secret, canʼt tell you anything.” I create an indigo portal, “Iʼm gonna train, I just had to tell you. Iʼll see you later Chris," I walk through, leaving Chris's room. I poke my head back through the portal, “Well, itʼs not too secret. Iʼll tell you about it later."

      My feet hit the sand by Mendocinoʼs Big River Beach, south of my house, where I begin my own training. I switch diﬀerent abilities as rapidly as I can. Speed to ﬂight, telekinesis to pyrokinesis, throwing in super strength punches and a portal every once in a while. All of my ﬁghting powers are going to be put to the test.

      I take some time to try to focus on my precognition and telepathy, but I canʼt activate it, like usual. My precognition works randomly during my dreams and I donʼt know how to use my telepathy. With telepathy I could project my thoughts, make people feel emotions, and control their actions. Eric tells me to use this against my enemies by making them ﬁght each other, but I wouldnʼt know how to do that since I never try. Controlling people and making them feel emotions is crossing the line.

      Ignoring these powers, I try to discover anything new I can do. I give up after some time, knowing that I can play with my powers after the mission. Over an hour of my own training passes. I recharge my energy for a little while by watching the waves and decide itʼs time to go.

      "Showtime," I jump to my feet. I stretch my limbs and crack my ﬁngers before jogging to activate my speed.

      I kick up sand and water as I begin my journey. Pushing my limits, I blink past the Big River Beach, heading as straight east as possible. Going up and over countless hills and small mountains, after a couple of minutes I zoom through an old highway labeled 101, and after another few I pass some abandoned small town called Potter Valley.

      Running for this long I notice a thin layer of protection in front of me for the ﬁrst time. Instinctually it is projecting around me. A mental part of a Bolt’s ability? Now that I think of it, all bolts need to have something to stop the elements while running. It’s like a natural defense mechanism, I’m not even controlling it. Iʼll have to ﬁgure out the speciﬁcs later.

      Finally, I arrive in a total of about ten minutes, hiding behind one of the buildingʼs defensive walls.  I look around and the place is a lot smaller than I imagined. An all-white, one-story building with four ten foot protecting walls, about twenty yards from each side of the building. It sticks out like a sore thumb, built into the side of a small mountain, and it might as well have government written all over it, because of the obvious federal seal which is plastered on the wall of the building.

      The memory of my dream last night comes back to me; this is the same seal. The texture of the words and eagle stand out to me as fresh.

      I peek around the corner to ﬁnd three guards at the front and one on the roof. One is in a glass box, and inside TV monitors show the surroundings of the building. All of them are wearing green military uniforms. The other two are having a conversation while the one on the roof has a long-range weapon pointing out and scanning the horizon. I know that I have to take out the sniper before I try anything else, but how can I take him out without him alerting the other guards?

      I devise a plan: teleport high above him so that the sniper cannot hear the sound of the portal opening. Fly down until I am close enough to land, then use my strength to knock him out. Okay, I can do this. The portal whooshes open in front of me.

      Once I emerge I hover over the building looking down at the sniper, slowly descending. The men at the front gate look around in confusion ,talking into a radio. One man says the word “Teleporter” and the guard below me is looking around. My portal must've set oﬀ some type of alarm system they have, telling them if a Teleporter is attempting to get into the base.

      "Slack," I whisper, "so much for being quiet." At this point I am about 15 feet above the man on the roof, I release my ﬂight and focus on super strength falling through the air. Now without the element of surprise I decide to have a little fun. ʻWhy hello there!” I say making him look up into my punch. His weapon falls and he crumples on the roof.

      I gauge my strength, knowing I have to hold back on people who don't also have a Bruteʼs durability. With a full-powered punch I can break a tree clean in half, maybe break through something stronger if I really tried. Luckily all Preters do have some sort of natural toughness to protect against injury. Even a Precog could hypothetically take a good hit before going down for the count. Not from a full-power Brute punch, though.

      "There he is!" A guard shouts. The three at the front gate start yelling orders into their devices.

      “Iʼm just here to get some intel, I donʼt suppose you guys can just tell me where your ʻmainframeʼ is?” I yell from the roof.

      Two of them, a man and a woman, create swirls of dirt around them as they gather up speed. Great. Two Bolts.

      “No answer?” I focus on ﬁre and throw two red-hot ﬁreballs, anticipating where they will run. I hit one, sending the woman ﬂying backward. The other ducks my attack and zooms up the wall to tackle me. He unleashes rapid punches. I put my hands together and create a huge body of ﬂames, knocking him oﬀ me. I get up and use my telekinesis to grab him from the air. “You know, we could just talk and then I donʼt have to ﬁght you.”

      The other Bolt is still on ﬁre, running in circles as she tries to extinguish the ﬂames. The last man at the gate looks up toward me and reaches his hand upwards, thrusting it toward me. My instincts take over. Eric used to train me by throwing a telekinetic blast and I’d have to use one of my powers to avoid it. I slam the Bolt I still have in my hold into the ground once, hard enough to send a rumble through the building. Then I throw him from the roof, discarding him. He lands unconscious in the dirt. In the same instant, I open up a portal below me, making me reappear directly above the Telekinetic, knocking him out with a blow to the head before he can send out his blast of energy.

      Behind me, the Bolt ﬁnally puts out my ﬂames and grunts in frustration. She gathers energy and speeds toward me. Before she gets close I grab her with my mind and lift her in the air, and I wave goodbye and throw her to the side. As she soars I open a portal in front of her. She disappears through the warp then reappears in front of the main doors of the federal building, breaking the doors oﬀ the hinges and leaving her unconscious.

      "What an entrance," I announce, wiping oﬀ my shoulders and stepping over her body into the building.

      The stark white interior matches the outside appearance. There’s a wide open space that leads to a hallway. The sound of marching gets my attention. They turn around the corner in front of me.

      "Well, like I told your friends, if you guys just tell me where your computer is, Iʼll be on my way.” Five enemies. Three of the people are in military body armor leading the group holding assault riﬂes, two men and a woman. The other two are women in tight green uniforms. The two in the back gather their energy, preparing to speed at me. “No? I guess we're gonna make a mess of this place then," I add, and a smirk curls across my face as I produce a wave of energy to push them all around. Two in front go ﬂying into each other, the third goes through the walls to the right, and the two in the back try speeding forward but end up running right into each other.

      I take a few running steps, gathering the energy to Bolt forward. I shatter glass behind me and pass the two in the front, who are still stumbling for balance. I stop in front of the two Bolts and focus on my strength, and without causing serious damage, punch the one to the left in the jaw and send her through the wall. Using my other arm I grab the second Bolt's leg, feeling the coarse scales through her military pants. I throw her body into the hole in the wall. The hits leave them both unconscious.

      The two remaining soldiers in body armor ﬁre their assault riﬂes at me. My telekinesis stops all of the bullets before they can reach me, and the explosive sound of each shot rings through the room. They empty their magazines in the invisible wall and look at their guns in confusion. I stand with my hands up and drop all of the bullets to the ﬂoor. I smile and wave to them before they drop their guns, deeming them useless against me. They choose force instead.

      The ﬁrst man swings a right hook. I block but I am knocked sideways from the force. I step to counter, but the woman soldier punches me in the gut. The air is forced from of my lungs, and I soar into the wall behind me with a crash. The attack shocks my body from the full power of a Brute. Training has prepared me for ﬁghts, but this pain is immense. Stuck in the body-sized crack in the wall, my ribs pulse, bruised. I spit up blood.

      My father likes to quote this old American veteran who said, Pain is weakness leaving the body. That weakness doesnʼt feel like it's going anywhere right now.

      The two start running toward me to try and keep me down before I can use any of my powers. Regaining my focus, I notice to my right is the computer room where I need to plug in the ﬂash drive. The rushing woman swings her ﬁst while the other man stands close behind. I have no time to react before she connects with my nose. My body breaks the wall and I ﬂy through the air backward into another area of the building. I slide across the ground, my nose crooked, vision going a blurry as my body wants to give up on me. Refocusing, I notice the other armored soldier lying here with me unconscious. At least I just have these two in front of me left.

      "So, this is what a ﬁght is, huh?” I hide my stumble and wave at them to come forward.

      They walk through the hole in the wall but before they can both step out I gather energy and utilize my speed to slow things down. I run forward, slightly tripping as my vision goes blurry again. The two in front of me begin to run in slow motion because of my speed. I get close to them and slide, knocking both of their feet in the air.

      As they fall at a snailʼs pace a trickle of blood forms on my lip. I wipe it away. I leave my speed and create a portal, sending them falling through. I make them go high above the building.

      A few seconds pass after they disappear before the two thud on the roof. I take this opportunity to run to the computer room. Once there, I shut the door behind me.

      The system is so twenty-ﬁrst century it takes up the entire room with the walls labeled as diﬀerent motherboards and processors, except for one monitor screen. I plug the USB into one of the many slots and wait. Some weird things happen to the monitor screen and then a download bar appears.

      I wait, anticipating danger, scanning every corner. One small window gives the room light, showing the mountain view. Among the walls of computer devices are some shelves and cabinets ﬁlled with many papers scattered throughout.

      The ﬁrst one I pick up is named “MATERIAL DEVELOPMENT,” with ﬁles named “ENHANCEMENT MATERIAL,” and “SUPPRESSANT MATERIAL.” I ﬁnd nothing useful in the ﬁles because all of the information is either missing or blacked out. Nearby is another empty ﬁle titled “OVERSEERS.” I look through some more ﬁles, one with a big red stamp on the front, “FAILURE.” The title reads “PROJECT ANTI-PRETER.” In this there are multiple pictures of people, all with diﬀerent abilities, and all of them dead.

      The description says, “Test subjects' powers were unable to be nulliﬁed, we believe the ability to tell the future cannot be destroyed from the host.” At the end of the ﬁle it states, “In conclusion, only half of the diﬀerent types of Preters’ abilities can be taken away from the host body, that being: ﬂight, speed, telekinesis, teleportation, and strength. Leaving telepathy, precognition and pyrokinesis. Project Anti-Preter is a failure: out of the three most violent Preter groups, telekinetics; AKA Kin, telepathics; AKA Paths, and pyrokinetics; AKA Pyros, only one group can be nulliﬁed. Beginning phase two of PPP, Project P.H.E.N.O. is a go.”

      I'm curious as to what the abbreviation means but I notice another ﬁle entitled “EXILED.” Many pages are with it, including one titled “Suspected Location of Hiding Pyrokinetics.” Inside are many maps and diagrams, some with lines through them, others circled. Another ﬁle reads the same thing for the Kin. Luckily their information is outdated and they had maps from our old hideout and other locations far from our Sanctuary, but this conﬁrms what my father always tells me. The government is always after us. They are out to get us and the other Preters for our abilities. Another page is for Paths and my heart sinks. The maps with crosses and circles mustʼve helped this government group somehow. Because the Exiled Paths are now dead.

      I glance over at the computer and the screen reads 100%; the download is complete. Files are scattered the ﬂoor, the drawers and shelves with more. There are too many to read. My nails bite into the palms of my hands. My mind runs rampant.

      No one should be able to retrieve any more information from this place. What is the PPP and Pheno?

      If they are after us like Eric says we have to do something about it before anyone else gets hurt.

      The door to the room creeks.

      I am not alone.

      Igniting my hands, I whip around. A stunning girl stands in the doorway. My ﬂames die down from a bright yellow to a small red as I get distracted. Black combat boots go up to her shins with ripped jeans and a black short-sleeve t-shirt.

      “What are you doing here? Who are you?" I try to be stern.

      “Itʼs okay, my name is Zara. I was told to come here to talk to you.” Her voice washes over my ears like a heavenly song.

      “Youʼre with the government? With Pheno?” My anger rises for the Exiled killed by their hands.

      “Pheno is not a branch of our government. I come straight from the president.” She speaks with such conﬁdence, with an edge of assertiveness that must only come from military training.

      She steps closer and her hair bounces. Dark brunette curls fall past her shoulders with hints of red peeking through. Iʼm getting distracted, feeling like I can trust her when I know that isn't the case.

      “How did you know I was here?” I say.

      The Exiled are ﬁghting against the government, they pushed us out. My gut is telling me she's not a threat, but I still can't believe it.

      “The president, he has precognition. He knew you would be here. You are important."

      “Why? Because you want to use me?” My ﬂames grow larger.

      “Because you can stop this war between the Exiled and the rest of America. The East coast is a place that Preters can thrive and from what the president sees, with your help things can be even better.” She smiles, a ﬂirtatious witty smile, and her eyes catch the ﬂuorescent lights. Chocolate brown adventurous eyes that beg to be trusted. She moves even closer, and by this point my ﬂames are completely gone. Without my focus on a ﬁght my body starts to relax and I notice the little things. Her deep amber complexion with rich sunny undertones like a golden poppy crossed with a brown orchid. Posture like a dancer, her spine is elongated, ready to move and ﬂow. She's beautiful. “The Exiled three are obviously angry and want to stop⁠—”

      “We aren't doing anything but living our lives. Trying to protect ourselves from the military or maybe this Pheno who attacks us.” I grow frustrated. “Last we knew the entire government was against us!”

      Zara looks as if she’s said something wrong, and is cautious of her next words. “I canʼt go into more detail right now. When Precogs try to help the future, their instructions have to be followed precisely. All I will say is this. The Exile isn't what you think. The three Preters responsible are trying to end the peace between humans and Preters across the country. Across the world.”

      Iʼm stunned. My whole life I thought after the Exile the rest of the country must have descended into chaos. I've only ever given it a little thought, but the worst of it would be curfews and Preter identiﬁcation. Is the military that my father and I are ﬁghting diﬀerent from the government?

      “How do I know I can trust you?”

      She grabs the ﬂash drive which is now ﬁnished downloading. “You don't, you just have to trust your heart.” She holds up the drive. “I could take a look at this. I could show you what ﬁles came from this facility.”

      “No.” Something inside me lurches. An urge to protect Eric? “Iʼll take it for now, but thank you.”

      Zara hands the device to me with a smile. Letting me choose. Something about her makes me feel . . . safe. Iʼve never felt safe before. Training every day, thinking at any moment the military could attack our Sanctuary. I slowly reach for her hand and a shock runs through me when we touch. For an instant, an image ﬂashes into my mind.

      In the center of a large city, a city ﬁlled with buildings too tall to see the tops of, cars and robotic devices scatter around while a group of hundreds look to the sky. No one is ﬂying or bolting or using abilities, they all look at one thing. Hundreds of faces ﬁlled with bright smiles, cheering, and clapping, all of them looking up at⁠—

      Me.

      I hover down above them. Smiling. Proud.

      The image disappears. Zaraʼs face in front of me once again, our ﬁngers still connected by the ﬂash drive. Maybe this is what the president saw of me.

      “Iʼll be seeing you again.” Zara looks momentarily upset, as if remembering something sad. She brightens and says, “If the future is still on track we will meet in San Fran.”

      “San Francisco?” Chris was right. Does this mean I'll become a Trader at Recognition? “When will I know to ﬁnd you? How will I ﬁnd you? Is this like you inviting me to some secret superhero team?”

      Zara laughs, letting her stern military posture fall away momentarily. “Maybe.”

      She presses a button on her wrist and a portal opens. A blue void with a slight red tint, unlike my purple tones. Maybe Teleporters have diﬀerent color signatures. Does the government have a Teleporter on call? Personal portals!

      “So cool,” I murmur.

      She pauses in the swirling portal. “Ask your father who really killed Diego.” Zara says hesitantly. “See you later, Caz.”

      She steps through and the portal snaps shut, leaving me in silence with a million questions. What does Eric have to do with any of this? He is just ﬁghting for us, for the Exiled. How did she know my name? Oh right, president is a Precog. If the government is separate from this Pheno maybe they can help me protect the Exiled. If the Paths were just targeted, I have to help stop Pheno before trying to help the world, the Exiled Preters are my people ﬁrst.

      My step crunches paper, reminding me where I am. The ﬁle labeled “FAILURE,” still open on the ground, a young girl's picture with a stamp of ʻdeceasedʼ over it. It ﬁlls me with anger. Hate.

      I have to help the Exiled.

      Tucking the ﬂash drive in my pocket, I summon massive blasts of ﬁre, launching them all around me to ignite the building. I gather speed for my escape. As I bolt out of there I grab the guards' unconscious bodies from inside and outside of the building and set them together at a safe viewing distance from the burning structure. My thoughts swirl. From Zara, the government, my potential future as a hero and that vision. But most of all, I think of all the terrible things this Pheno must be doing. Testing on Preters, attacking the Paths?
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