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Empath Chronicles Book One

Teenagers with superpowers fueled by emotions... What could go wrong?
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I stared at the crack that ran up our living room wall. 

The ground had stopped shaking, but tremors still zinged through my body. Did that really just happen? 

I couldn’t drag my eyes away from that lightning-shaped fracture scarring the wall. Apart from the contents of our shelves that were now on the floor — books, ornaments, a plaster “Olivia” I’d painted when I was five, now smashed to bits — it seemed to be the only visible damage. I should probably have been upset by it, but instead I felt... excited. The crack gave me shivers like it was carved up my spine. That really just happened.

The floor rumbled under my feet and I shared a look with Mom and Dad, all three of us ready to bolt out of the home we’d just re-entered after fleeing for the first time. 

The aftershock passed before we could move. Just the last little ripple after the wave.

We’d always known our town was near a major fault, but it was one of those sleepy fault lines that didn’t do anything for decades, centuries even. Then just when everyone in our middle-class paradise had achieved a false sense of security, here it was, throwing a great big earthquake at us. 

Dad talked on the phone to his cop buddy to get all the details and updates. He repeated the news out loud for Mom and me to hear.

“Power’s out everywhere, and Terry doesn’t think they’ll get it back on any time soon.” 

Mom had already gathered up her collection of scented candles, those that hadn’t broken in a fall, and lit them. Her first course of action in any blackout. The whole room smelled of struck matches and ylang ylang.

“Mom, it’s not even dark yet.”

“They make me feel better,” she said, shrugging and lighting the last one.

Dad put his hand over the phone and looked at Mom seriously. “Terry says there have been reports of people looting.”

Mom paused a moment, then stomped into the kitchen and picked up a brush and dustpan. “The kind of person who would take advantage of a situation like this deserves their own personal karmic earthquake.”

My imagination teased me with scenes of what could be happening out on the streets. Broken buildings where looters, police officers, and emergency response crews played their roles. I imagined a world of adventure outside. Bad guys and heroes. Handsome heroes.

Mom was always pushing me to follow my dreams, but truthfully, the only things I wanted were fantasies. Damseling for a gorgeous superhero, escaping to a magical world with a fairy prince, being adored by a morally vague vampire: I’d take any of the above. In real-life terms, I didn’t know what I wanted. I just knew if I ever got a chance to follow my fantasy dreams I’d be there with bells on. Real life was kind of dull, and maybe an earthquake wasn’t the romantic escapism I normally went for, but I could work with it. Even a sexy fireman would suffice.

I daydreamed as I kneeled down next to Mom where she worked at brushing up shattered ornaments that had fallen from our shelves. Her collection of ceramic owls would never be the same. I helped pick up the few which had broken into larger pieces and put them aside. Mom loved her owls. Maybe some could be glued back together.

Dad’s news report continued. “We were lucky. A lot of people have lost homes. And the old post office is flattened, but we’ve been expecting it to fall down for years. How many times did I try to tell the council to get it renovated?”

Mom counted on her fingers and Dad added his own fingers into the count too while he listened to the phone again. “There’s a shelter being set up in Livvy’s high school for anyone whose house is unsafe.”

I bet they needed volunteers. The shaken world felt full of possibility and I wanted to be part of it. Even handing out blankets had my mind brewing up dreams of romance. Mopping at the brow of a dust covered EMT who’d just saved a puppy from a crumbled home...

I have to get out there. “Mom, can I go and help at the school?”

Mom looked up at me. A glow of pride and the darkness of worry showed all over her face. 

I could read the emotions clear as subtitles. For as long as I could remember, I’d been able to see energy shining from a person with their emotions. Not like an aura or anything; that sounded so New Age woo-woo. I was just good at knowing how people felt. Always had been. It was my one and only superpower. When I was a kid, I used to dress up and play at being a caped crime fighter, Awesome Olivia. Then I’d realized reading someone’s feelings wasn’t the kind of power that was useful in a fist fight. But it did come in handy sometimes.

I pre-empted the inevitable worried mom speech with soothing words. “I’ll just be helping out in a shelter, under the watchful eye of aid workers, responsible adults and doctors. Probably the safest place at the moment, right?”

“You know I like to let you make your own choices but things sound pretty rough out there. I don’t want you to get hurt.” She looked at the dustpan and brush in her hands as though making a point about the damage the earthquake had done. Her startling blue eyes turned back toward me. Why couldn’t I have inherited those? My eyes were brown instead, to match my hair which she guilted me out of dyeing. Harsh chemicals didn’t fit her idea of green living.

I could win this debate though. “Just think how appealing some volunteer work will look on my college application as an extracurricular activity. And I can swing past your shop and make sure it’s okay.”

“I hope there’s not too much damage. I just had a porcelain shipment come in. Great timing, right? I’d go check myself but there’s so much to do here.” She paused, chewed at her bottom lip. “All right, off you go then, but be careful.”

Dad finished his phone call and kissed the top of my head when I stood up, his moustache tickling my forehead. “I think it’s a beautiful idea, Lollipop. Good on you for wanting to help out.”

Mom walked over to empty her dustpan, sighing as shattered owls tumbled into the trash. Shards of pink rolled in and I knew it was the remains of her favorite one. Dad gave her a hug as though they were standing by the grave of a beloved relative. 

I saw how sad Mom was and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Thanks, Mom. I’ll be careful. And I’ll keep an eye out for any owls needing adoption on my way.” I threw on my red trench coat, chucked my phone, keys and wallet in the pockets, and headed for the door.

“Buses are still running, Livvy,” Dad called out. “There’s a clear route to your high school. Just a couple of hours, okay? Be safe.”

“Of course,” I replied. “See you soon.”

The air outside had a hint of dust and sense of silent awe. People filled the street, gossiping in relieved whispers. A hairline crack across a nearby pavement had drawn the attention five or so local kids, who stared at it the way I had stared at the one in my home—as though it could snap open like a monster’s maw at any second and engulf me. 

Sirens sounded in the distance.

The possibilities of what could happen tonight, and an intense desire for adventure ... or something ... made my body hum. I pulled my trench coat tight around me and set off.
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This. This was what I was made for. I felt like I was actually glowing or vibrating, or something.

“Bless. You’re just an angel.” A woman with a cloud of white hair patted my hand as she took a blanket from me. She smiled, but I felt the tremble in her palm and sensed her fear. 

It made me tingle.

I felt like some kind of weirdo. These people were here because their homes were too unsafe to stay in, or gone entirely. I saw fear and sadness on every face, felt it in my bones, and there I was, bubbling over on some kind of weird high. 

What is wrong with me? 

I’d felt it before I’d even reached the shelter. On the bus ride, a buzz had built in me the closer I’d got to the school and it’d been non-stop since. I wasn’t sure how many blankets I’d handed out or how many people I’d escorted into the gym, finding them a patch of ground to rest on. Any injured went straight to the hospital, but I still felt like a warrior helping out in the aftermath of a battle. Handsome heroes so far had been non-existent, sadly. I remained hopeful and kept busy. I’d listened to people’s stories of the earthquake, dragged restless children back to their parents, and helped unload the cartons of bottled water the local U-Mart trucked in. The cartons felt feather-light—I was on such a high. I’ll probably be aching tomorrow. I’d tripped over twice, my feet wanting to move faster than I could keep up with, and my hands twitched and jittered. It was probably adrenaline. Maybe I needed to take a break. 

I found my way to the volunteer’s area and cracked open a bottle of water. I squeezed it too hard as I was drinking and splashed water all over my chest. Well at least it’s a perfect set up for a meet-cute. I held my breath, wishing this was the moment my hero would appear and be enamored by my clumsiness. But the only man approaching was my history teacher. I sighed and patted myself dry with paper towels.

Trevor was also the coordinator for the shelter. Any other day he was Mr. Jones, but today he insisted on being Trevor. He leaned on a bench next to me and pushed the sweat up off his forehead and back over his head, slicking graying hair away from his face. 

“Thanks for all your help tonight, Olivia.” His voice came out as a long sigh. “I wish I still had a teenager’s stamina. Is this your first break? You’ve been at it for hours.”

Hours? It felt like twenty minutes, tops. My eyes popped wide. “What’s the time?”

I pulled my phone from my pocket for the first time and saw it was half past eleven. I also saw three missed calls and two texts from my mom, and a couple from my BFF Nati. I should have checked in with her. Where is my head tonight? Maybe it wasn’t me buzzing, just my phone doing its vibro-dance in my pocket.

Trevor watched me with concern as I grimaced. “Sure you’re okay?”

“I’ll be fine, as long as my parents don’t kill me.” I tapped the screen to call them back and got nothing but failed calls. No bars meant no signal. The messages left by my parents were all from back before seven o’clock. The last bus ran at ten-thirty, and thanks to my parents’ hippy car-free household policy, last bus translated to curfew and I knew it. Especially on the evening of a mid-level natural disaster. I was going to find myself on the wrong end of a serious lecture, assuming I could find a way home.

Trevor watched my hopeless phone poking. “Phone towers have battery backups which work for a couple of hours, but in a long blackout like this they will have cut out by now.”

Even if I could get through, I had no way to get home that wasn’t going to put out the neighbors, or worse, Terry. I cringed. A ride with him in his cop car was not the way I wanted to arrive home.

Maybe I could stay in the shelter for the night. I just had to let my parents know I was here and safe.

“Sorry Mr. um... Trevor. I sort of maybe kind of missed my ride home.”

Trevor looked around the gym. Everyone was settled in, many asleep already. Even half the volunteers had curled up in a corner somewhere as the influx of new people had slowed down. “I could ask around for a lift for you, or—”

“I’m happy to stay.”

He sighed. “Yes, fine, you can stay, if you can find a spare blanket and bit of floor. Landlines are still working if you want to use the phone in the office to let your parents know. Briefly. Have to keep the line clear for official calls.”

“Do you think you could call them for me?” I hated talking on the phone. I couldn’t see people’s reactions, couldn’t tell how they were feeling and always ended up saying the wrong thing, even at the best of times. And now was far from the best of times. “It would just be better if a teacher told them, instead of me. You know, someone of authority.”

And yes, I was also dodging the lecture.

Trevor rubbed his forehead, the pen still in his hand marking it blue. He added my name to his clipboard. “Go on. I’ll call them. School’s off for the week and people are going to be here a while, so if you want to help out again tomorrow everyone would appreciate it.”

Sounded like an offer I couldn’t refuse. I nodded gratefully and he took down my number and left for the office to make the call.

I still had my phone in my hand, and voice mail was down so I checked the texts my mom had sent. The earliest must have been while I was still on the way in—Mom reminding me of the bus schedule. The next, five minutes after the first, asked me to check the boxes of new stock that had just arrived at her shop.

I’d missed the bus home and I had completely forgotten to go past her shop on the way in like I’d told her I would. I can’t believe I spaced so bad. The winner of daughter of the year? Not me.

I could still go now. Real quick, just zip out and back before anyone noticed I was gone. 

Heading out onto the streets seemed a bit crazy but I really wanted to do this for Mom. Knowing her “Duck Egg Blue” home-wares boutique was okay would mean a lot to her, especially after she’d lost her owls. Her little shop wasn’t far from school. Normally a ten-minute walk, but tonight I felt like I could fly.

Another family trudged into the hall armed with pillows and suitcases, prepared to camp out with everyone else, looking sad and lost. I felt bad for them, but there were other volunteers who would help them out. I needed to check on the shop before it got any later and this adrenaline kick I was on ended and I crashed. 

I waited until no-one seemed to be watching me and slipped out the gym entrance and through the school gates, and jogged down the street. The chunky heart pendant I wore thudded on my chest like a second heartbeat.

Just checking on Mom’s shop, I repeated to myself, while a deeper, quieter voice whispered of heroes and adventure and what-if.  

If only I’d remembered that with adventure, comes danger. 
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Once away from the school, where generators were running and floodlights lit up every corner of the grounds, it was quiet. 

I hadn’t ever seen the town so deserted. The police weren’t even out driving around. They must have had a lot more on their plate than patrol. It was quieter than any other time I could remember. 

Mom always called the town ‘sleepy’. On this night, though, I would call it beyond sleepy. It had an almost post-apocalyptic feel.

In reality, there were still plenty of buildings standing and no enormous cavern in the middle of the street like there might have been in some end-of-the-world movie. Which probably also meant no grisly-but-good-hearted savior riding in on his motorbike to sweep me to safety. It would have been a lot more interesting if there had been, but for now, I needed to get to Mom’s shop and back to school before they noticed I was gone. 

For some reason, the details of the older terrace housing which backed the main street appeared clearer than I’d ever seen before, even in the dark. It was like I could see better than normal. I looked around for a full moon or some other light source to explain it, but found nothing. Shame. I felt like I wanted to howl at the moon. I almost giggled at how good I felt and then thought again how strange it was, that I could feel good in the midst of such chaos.

No matter how many times Dad had said the post office was going to come crashing down someday, the sight of it as I passed by was eerie. Water flowed from a burst pipe and piles of mail were strewn throughout the wreckage, snow drifts of letters white on the ground. 

Slowing my pace, I enjoyed the excitement of the solitary darkness. So I got a bit over-excited tonight and missed my bus, but I helped people tonight and it had felt amazing. Mom would understand. She was always understanding and encouraging. Checking her shop out was the least I could do.

She loved her shop like she loved her owl collection. When I was younger, she’d talked about getting a real owl. I’d looked at her like she was crazy. “Ew no, so messy! You have to feed them real meat. So difficult.”

“Life should be like that. Difficult, messy, and real,” she’d replied. “You have to do what you have to do to make your dreams come true.”

Now, I understood what she meant. So maybe it was crazy I wanted a rich, handsome prince to sweep me away to far-off lands of adventure, intrigue and decadence. But I didn’t want my life in half measures. I wanted real affluence, real excitement, real romance. Mom’s dreams had come true, and I wanted to be as happy and in love as her and Dad one day.

On the main street the shops were all still standing. Some had cracks running up pastel-painted fronts, splitting quirky logos with jagged smiles. The arty mosaic archway leading into the boutique district had crumbled, blocking the road so cars were unable to pass. I felt a pang of grief for it, knowing it was a humpty that couldn’t be put back together.

A lot of windows were broken, spilling glass onto the street and making the shop displays sparkle as though the shabby chic furniture or gourmet cupcakes had been sprinkled with diamonds.

Then I noticed it wasn’t just a lot of windows. It was every window. It made sense the earthquake had broken glass, but just around the corner I hadn’t noticed any windows broken on the rows of townhouses.

A beam of light shone out of a building up ahead. I froze. Someone’s in there, but someone good or bad? I didn’t need to see the exact pastel shade of the shop to know it was Duck Egg Blue. The light jiggled, then vanished. The sound of shattering porcelain echoed in the street followed by a boy-like chuckle.

I’m guessing not good.

“Hey!” The word came out before I stopped to think. “Hey, get out of there!”

The humming inside me had grown louder, anger pulsing through my veins. That’s my mom’s shop. The hell I was going to let someone trash or loot it. Getting called out should make them run away.

The possibility it wouldn’t only struck me when four figures in hoodies jumped out through the cleared window, bringing with them an avalanche of retro dinner sets from the display. I cringed as plates smashed on the pavement. 

The gang turned my way and I saw they were just boys, younger than me. I didn’t recognize them from school, and they didn’t dress like teens from this area either. More like kids from the housing estate a couple of ‘burbs over who sometimes crashed parties around here. The kind of kid Mom always told me to be understanding of. They had tougher situations than we did, but it was hard to be understanding when they were smashing up my mom’s livelihood.

Two shone flashlights my way. I squinted into the harsh glare.

I stood taller than a couple of the thugs, but it was still four against one. Why did I feel like I could deal with this? The fizzy high I was on had my confidence up and blocking the part of my mind that knew this could be dangerous, and that feeling of invincibility could just make it worse. A point proved when the boys headed for me instead of making a guilty dash.

“Stay back. I have pepper spray.” I bluffed, reaching my hand into a pocket of my trench coat. I grabbed for my phone instead, swiped it on, but couldn’t dial on the touch screen without looking, and I wasn’t sure the emergency number would even redirect and work with most of the network down. What would they do if they saw me dialing? Back off, or advance faster? It didn’t seem worth the risk when it could take ages for the cops to arrive.

“Pepper spray? I eat that stuff on my breakfast,” one of them joked.

I took steady steps away as the boys came closer. Every one was dressed in black, like they were in uniform. They had no distinguishing features visible apart from slightly varying heights. I started imagining being a victim who couldn’t identify her attackers and I didn’t like it. 

I tried to warn them off again. “I’ll call the police.”

“Relax, we’re just out for some fun.” He chuckled, the same chuckle I’d heard when he was smashing things in Mom’s shop. His idea of fun worried me.

Glass crunched on the concrete footpath behind me. I spun around. Another boy, all in black loomed over me. 

He grabbed for my arm. I gasped, stepping quickly out of his reach.

Anger shone from him and my body flared with adrenaline. The five thugs penned me in and took turns pushing at me or grasping for me. I reacted on instinct, my body taking control. I dodged, avoiding a lunge from one side then a snatch from the other. They jeered and taunted, trying to get their hands on me. Fingers wrapped around my arm, but I easily twisted out of them. 

But the more I avoided them, the more I saw the anger in them build. 

No one had ever been this mad at me before. It scared me. It set my whole body on fire. 

“Someone help!” I cried out, but my voice was lost in the wide street. I doubted anyone would hear. No hero would come and save me. This wasn’t one of my daydreams. This was a nightmare.

I ducked under a wide swing from the closest guy. He snarled violently. They weren’t playing anymore. Remembering my self-defense class, I pulled my keys out of my pocket. I grabbed my phone with the other hand. I made a wild jab at the thug’s chest with my longest key while I looked at my phone screen, thumbing in an emergency call. 

The key sank into flesh, startling me. I didn’t expect it to break skin at all, let alone slide right into him like a dagger. My hand warmed with the guy’s blood. What the heck? 

I paused too long and was shoved in the back. 

I fell flat on my face. My phone dropped from my hand and skittered out of reach. On the ground, my mind helpfully recalled the second part of the self-defense lesson emphasizing the importance of disabling your attackers, not just pissing them off even more.

I barely felt the fall, but when I tried to call for help again there was no air in my lungs. Numbly, I registered broken glass jutting out of my palms. 

One of the guys grabbed my shoulder and rolled me over. I snatched his hand in both of mine and twisted. I swear I heard bones break. He screamed. 

I also thought I heard footsteps approaching, fast. I might have just been hearing things. Just wishful thinking as the guy cradled his wrist, called me something I wouldn’t repeat and kicked me in the side of the head.
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My world swam in darkness. 

Sounds of scuffling faded in and out, and energy surged through my body. 

Snapping my eyes open, I watched a man in a white button-down shirt throw one of the hoodies against a power pole. Actually picked him up and threw him. The others were already running, or stumbling, away.

Someone had come to save me. It was a miracle.

The kid thrown against the pole slumped there, unmoving. My eyes widened, hoping he was just unconscious. 

Dusting his hands, my savior turned around to reveal the face of a male model. I blinked, and in that instant he went from all the way over there to over beside me. I blinked again, confused and unsure of reality. Because now I really had gone into daydream world. 

The new guy’s shirt accentuated his V-shaped chest like it had been tailored for a perfect fit and his blond hair sat flawlessly as though he hadn’t just dealt with a bunch of looting delinquents. His sleeves were rolled neatly below his elbows, and although he only looked about twenty, the watch on his wrist was expensive. I’d seen it in classy magazine ads.

“Are you all right?”

Even his voice was dreamy.

I tried to sit up so I wasn’t so awkward and prone, wanting to be more presentable for this god-like figure. “Hngh. Ow. Crap.”

Damn it.

The guy chuckled, and his smile made my heart shiver like a nervous bunny. When he grabbed my hands and helped me up with perfect care, I thought I would lose it entirely.

“You were amazing,” he said, bending to collect my phone and keys from nearby. “When I heard someone calling for help, I came as quick as I could. Saw most of the fight while I ran down the street. I thought you had them dealt with on your own for a minute. Very impressive.”

I groaned, reliving my misguided foray into heroism. “Impressive like a high-jumping lemming.”

He half-smiled. “Cutest lemming I’ve seen in a while.” 

Gulp. 

He handed my phone and keys back to me, giving me a scrutinizing look. “But really, how do you feel?”

How did I feel? I’d just been thrown on the ground and kicked in the head, but actually I felt...  “Good? Does that mean I’m in shock?”

“Maybe. Maybe something better. My name is Jake.” He took my hand, gently cleaning blood off it with a tissue, and I forgot to ask what was better or whether I needed a blanket and hot chocolate in case it was shock after all.

“I’m Livvy,” I replied, without stuttering, which was the second miracle of the night.

“Let’s find you somewhere to recover then, my lovely Livvy.”

Guys had tried calling me that before and it had always sounded corny until now. This guy’s voice was so tasty I could lick it. 

He looped my arm in one of his like a Victorian gentleman and I trotted obediently alongside him. I pretended to need the support more than I did, just to squeeze a little closer. I was going to make the most of this, in case I woke up and discovered it was a concussion-induced dream. 

We walked to the end of the street and sat at a bus stop on the corner. It was beautiful, a real work of art. Designed to bookend the archway that used to stand at the other end of the strip, the heavy concrete bench was covered in colorful mosaic tiles.

My mind refused to help me out with anything to say. Thank you for saving me was the obvious thing, but it seemed so inadequately lame I couldn’t make it come out my mouth. Jake kept looking at me, and I read amusement and satisfaction all over him. Oh God, he smells so good. I couldn’t say that out loud either.

He broke the silence after what felt like forever, but was more likely only seconds long. “I bet you feel better than good, don’t you?”

I shrugged. I did still feel pretty tingly. I looked at my palms, where glass had poked from my skin, and found them clear and clean. What? 

Maybe I’d imagined it. My brain had been MIA. “I think I’ve been on an adrenaline kick most of the night.”

He chuckled. “Getting kicked like you did, aren’t you surprised you’re already feeling okay? You don’t realize how fast you were moving back then, do you? And did you know you almost ripped that guy’s hand off?”

“I did what?”

“It’s fine. It was self-defense.” Jake paused for a moment. He assessed me with piercing eyes. “What if I said you were more than normal? Something different, better, possibly even supernatural? Would you freak on me or—”

“Would I think it was a dream come true? The latter.” I nodded with wide eyes, waiting to see what he’d reveal. I half-expected he was setting me up for some epic punch line, but there was an energy in the air I couldn’t deny. A magic I wanted to embrace. And if this guy had the key to that? Dream. Come. True.

Jake pointed his finger at my chest and then his. “You, me—we have superpowers.”

Tingles. I eyed him up and down, looking for outward signs of mental illness. But I felt his sincerity and wondered if this was what I’d been waiting for my whole life. If by some miracle my dreams were about to become true. Things come in threes, right?

And the things I’d seen him do, the things I had done tonight, were they more than normal? I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. It had all been such a blur. “Okay. That sounds great and all, but this is a bit outside the realm of real life. I’m going to need some kind of proof to be onboard here.” Please have proof. Please have proof. Please have proof.

He raised a perfect eyebrow. “How about a visual demo?”

Jake took my hand and pulled me off the bench. Turning back to it, he gave it a swift kick in the center. The bench cracked down the middle and fell inward in a kaleidoscope of tiles and crumbled concrete. It was as completely destroyed as the archway down the road. The bookends matched even more now.

I stared, mouth open, and he waited for my response with a smile.

“Where are we supposed to sit now?” I giggled, edging on hysteria at the scope of what was happening. “And also, what the how?”

Down the road, headlights broke through the darkness and a car swung around the corner, heading down the street. Jake waved at it and turned back to me.

“You’re like me, like us.” He gestured to the car, speaking fast as it approached. “You’ve always been able to read people’s feelings, right? You feel stronger when people are angry, or full of energy when others are scared. When emotions surround you, you think faster, move faster, heal faster.”

I found myself nodding to his words, realizing what he said was the truth. This wasn’t just a dream. I’d always been like that. My one unique feature, hidden on the inside, was more special than I had ever realized. His words repeated in me. You’re like me, like us.

“It’s real. I can tell you feel it. We’re empaths. That’s why I’m here. We’re always on the look-out for other people like us, and the easiest time to find them is during a natural disaster when emotions are heightened across the whole population. It’s often the first time empaths really experience their power, like you have tonight.”

The black SUV skidded to a stop beside us and the front-side window opened. I couldn’t quite see inside but I heard a man talk. “We’ve been driving ’round looking for you for ages. What’s the deal, Jake?”

Jake tilted his head to me and simply said, “Got one.”

A girl not much older than me burst out the back door. “You really found one? Zomigosh, it’s a girl!” She squealed and came toward me, her shimmering red hair flying around her from her leap out of the vehicle. The front doors opened and two guys stepped out. They were stunning, every one of them. I made an effort to keep my mouth from hanging open. 

Everything was happening so fast. I had superpowers. Jake had superpowers. Now I was meeting so many hot people with superpowers.

I reached out a hand to the girl to introduce myself and she wrapped her arms ’round my shoulders, hugging me as she jiggled a little dance. “I thought I might have been the only one. Don’t get me wrong, I love my boys, but I’ve been dying to find another girl ’path.”

Jake cleared his throat. “Everyone, this is Livvy. Livvy, that’s Emma, over there’s Donny.” He nodded to the tallest guy, whose velvety black skin rippled with muscles which barely seemed to fit under his clothes. “And this jerk is Jamie.” Jake grinned at the last guy, a few years younger than all of them. He and Jake looked like they could be brothers. Jamie gave Jake the finger, smirking all the while, then shook my hand. Donny just nodded silently.

“So, you guys come to natural disaster areas to help out, and hope you find more people like you—like us?” I couldn’t believe I was talking to a team of real-life superheroes. I needed to sit down but the bench option had been removed.

“That’s pretty much what we do,” Jamie said.

“How did Jake find you? How long have you known what you are? Did you already know? Are you from around here?” Emma overflowed with questions and I couldn’t find a gap to answer any.

Jake cleared his throat. He leant on Jamie’s shoulder and gave me a bashful smile, threatening to liquidize my legs. “I know you just met us all, and I know it’s late, but we’d really like for you to come with us.”

I exhaled a little too loudly. “With you? With you where?”

“Just to hang out for a bit, chat some more. I know I unloaded a lot on you all at once. I’d love to talk it over more and explain things properly because there aren’t many of us. Empaths need to stick with our kind. We’re stronger together. That’s why we have our team.”

Hang out and chat. I could do that. I had to. 

This was really happening. My impossible dreams were coming true, and I had to find out more. I couldn’t let these empaths just leave me in my normal life again. My parents weren’t expecting me home now and with so much going on at the shelter, I doubted my absence would be noted. I could spend all night with Jake and his team if I wanted. And I wanted.

I knew I should be thinking about this more seriously, but I had trouble focusing on anything other than Jake’s smile, and the warm feeling it gave me inside. I couldn’t sense any dangerous emotions coming from any of the empaths, just warm, happy fuzziness. The desire to jump in the car with them proved overwhelming. “Sure. Let’s go.”

Jake and Emma beamed. Jamie’s smirk remained in place.

Donny didn’t show much expression. His face remained still, like the carving of a god. He checked his watch, also expensive. “We’re meant to be flying back tonight.”

“Oh. In that case...” I hesitated.

“We can chat in a café at the airport until we fly out.” Jake looked down at me, his eyelids half closed and a small, pouting smile on his lips. “Come with us.”

A rush of warmth flooded me. I felt so secure, so sure. I nodded.

Looking past their attractive forms was difficult, but in their emotions all I read was excitement and pleasure at finding me. They wanted me. I was special. Like them? Maybe not quite, but they wanted me anyway. Jake and his friends didn’t feel like strangers at all. They already felt like family, as if I knew them. I trusted them and going with this group, this team, was the only thing in the world I knew I wanted. It could be my only chance to live my dreams. Mom would tell me to go for it.

Somehow we went from chatting in the rental car, to chatting in the airport, to chatting on the plane.

It wasn’t the first time I told my parents I’d be in one place but went somewhere else. 

But it was the first time that going somewhere else involved a first-class flight.
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First class was wow. 

Everyone treated our group like royalty. Jake sorted out everything and the airline squeezed me onto the flight at late notice. Even with strict airport security we breezed through with the team’s excess baggage, no questions asked. Jake reassured me we weren’t going far, and they would fly or drive me back home any time I wanted. They only flew up to get to the quake site fast, and were only a few hours’ drive away from my Bellscroft.

Why were they leaving my home town so soon? Wasn’t there any more they could do for people after the earthquake? Maybe they’d done their sweep and were happy no one was trapped under rubble somewhere. We didn’t talk about that at all. Mostly they had questions for me about who I was, and what I knew so far about my abilities. Which I had to admit wasn’t much, with that night being my first experience. But I explained how it seemed like I was moving crazy fast and the firey strength I felt, and they all nodded like they knew exactly what I meant. Because they have felt it too. Then they relaxed into the flight as though they had been working hard, and I relaxed alongside them, basking vicariously in their post-heroism glow. 

Once off the plane at the airport, I spotted a payphone while Emma was spending fifteen minutes freshening up in the ladies room and Jake was arranging the valet for his car. I really should call my parents. My phone battery was way too low, but I had some change in my wallet and had one of my parent’s numbers memorized. My mom’s cell. When I rang, it went straight to voicemail. Network mustn’t be back up at home yet. After the beep, I had no idea what to say either. How could I sum up the events that brought me there?

“Umm, hey, it’s me, I’m fine. Don’t worry, everything is fine and I’ll call you again soon to explain.” I hung up, hoping they’d get the message soon. I worried about them being worried, but then Emma was back and Jake was there again too and my whole world turned sunny again.  

If the flight was decadent, their house was something from a fairy tale. Not a house. An abso-frikkin’-amaze-balls mansion. Not too old-fashioned, not too modern. Perfectly classy. It was mid-morning by the time we got there and the sun sparkled off the building like a dream. I wonder which one of them has the trust fund. Probably all of them.

At first sight of the mansion, all I could do was splutter like I’d spontaneously learned another language. “Ung, thas, wha?”

This was luxury on a level I’d never imagined. No, that wasn’t true. It was luxury on the level I daydreamed about every day but never dared think I’d experience. I’d fallen in with a group of super-powered superstars and felt more than a little afraid at how I was meant to fit in. If I was meant to fit in. Who knew how long they’d want me around?

“Does anyone else live here?” I asked, when the English language had returned to me.

“Just us. Service staff come and go. A cleaner and a gardener. Oh, and a cook, of course.” Jake pulled his car up at the front steps and we all unloaded. His gorgeous sporty wheels looked right at home parked out the front of this place.

“Of course,” I whispered.

Jake threw a duffle bag over his shoulder from the trunk of the car and made an “after you” gesture with his other hand.

I took a tentative step toward the wide front doors. Emma grabbed my hand and dragged me at a run. “You’re going to have the room next to mine. Come on, I’ll show you around.”

I get a room? For how long? Something felt twisted and defiant, deep down inside me, but this was obviously what I wanted. I wanted to be here, with other empaths, with Jake, with all of this magnificence. I was probably just hesitant because everything was happening so fast.

Emma’s tour was informal at best. She dragged me fast-paced down wide halls that mostly looked the same to me, with walls painted stark white and floor-to-ceiling windows showing a view of the sea.

“Garage is downstairs that way. Living rooms and all the general stuff through there, but there’s a second lounge area back that-away. Kitchen is ’round there; it’s near my room, so that means it will be near your room! The boys’ rooms are all off down that hall in the other wing.” She pointed in vague directions. Even if she’d stopped and showed me each one, I was sure I’d get lost in there anyway.

“Whose place is this?” I asked.

“It’s a serviced rental. We kind of move around a lot. I think Jake’s planning another move soon.”

“Oh?” I asked nonchalantly as my heart sank.

“Or he was before we picked you up.” She grinned at me. “I hope we get to stay here a bit longer now. This is our best place yet.”

“It must be so nice, travelling around, going on adventures, helping people.” I cringed and smiled bashfully at Emma. “So, that sounded lame. But I won’t lie — you guys are my new idols. How did you all get together?”

Emma twirled and started walking backward to look at me while she talked. “Jake and Jamie are brothers. You probably noticed.”

I nodded and followed along after her. They had that brotherly vibe, as well as being like different-sized versions of each other. 

“They’ve been doing this gig most of their lives. I guess the whole ’path thing runs in families sometimes, or whatever causes it can hit siblings or people growing up closely together. We don’t really know what it’s all about. We just know we have it and it’s cool.” Emma flicked her hair as if to emphasize the coolness.

I had to agree, but had hoped they’d have more info to share on this ‘whole ’path thing.’ 

Emma kept talking. “So anyway, Jake and Jamie found Donny first. None of us know much about Donny. He’s the quiet type. But a good guy. That’s when they realized there really were other people like them out there, outside their family, and made more of an effort to look. Wasn’t long after that they found me. At a funeral, would you believe it?”

I wasn’t sure what to say. Who had died? Were the deceased and Emma... close? 

Emma kept smiling, despite the flash of grief and guilt coming from her. “Then it’s been, like, forever, with just us. I’ve been wishing for another girl on the team. And here we are. Ta-da!” Emma swung a door open and gave me a nudge into the room with her hip. “Nice?”

I shook my head. Not nice. Incredible. There was a king-sized modern four-poster bed with billowy sheer white drapes. Wide-screen wall-mounted television. Doors to what I imagined were a walk-in-robe and en suite. Wide bay windows. Ocean view. A balcony. I panted a little.

“I know, right?” She grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze, sharing in the excitement. “I told you you’d love it here. I called ahead and got Ms. Penny to set the room up for you while she was cleaning. You probably want a shower after being up all night. I know I do. There’ll be towels in the bathroom, and you can borrow shampoo and stuff from my bathroom next door. Help yourself to whatever you like.”

Emma opened the door and showed me the en suite. The other door was a walk-in closet, empty except for a bathrobe and slippers. I was suddenly conscious that I only had one set of clothes with me—the ones I was wearing. 

I compared my average, straight-up-and-down figure to Emma, who was tall and impossibly curvy for her slim frame. She was dressed like a celebrity’s supermodel girlfriend, in a tight leather skirt and deep-necked dress-shirt and high heels. I doubted she’d have much that would fit me, let alone suit me. 

“I didn’t pack,” I muttered, dazed. I didn’t do anything other than get on a plane without planning. I sat down hard on the bed, opposite the doorframe where a small white box was mounted. What was that? Where were the phones? I hadn’t even told my parents where I was going. What was I doing? I didn’t think things through very well. My skin turned clammy.

“Honey, we’ll buy you whatever you need. You’re special, like us; you can have whatever you want. And now I have a girl to go shopping with! We are going to buy you so much stuff.” Emma came and sat next to me. She put her arm over my shoulder and squeezed. “You okay? Oh, you’re probably coming down from the buzz. That would have been your first major use of the powers, right?”

“Is this what happens? I feel like I don’t know anything yet. Do I need training or something?” I flopped back onto the bed, my feet still dangling over the edge.

“We don’t really do the training thing. More like learn on the job. It mostly comes naturally anyway.”

“So it just happens? Or do I need to make it happen?”

“A bit of both. Some of the power kicks in naturally, but you can focus to absorb even more.” Emma lay back on the bed as well, propped up on one elbow. Her hair fell around her like a curtain and smelled of raspberries. “It’s like when someone is feeling a strong emotion, it sort of floods out of them. Like the human mind—or heart, I don’t know—can’t hold so much feeling inside.” She made her hand into a fist and placed it on her chest. “Ever felt like that? Like your emotions are more than you can stand? It’s that excess we can tap into. I mean, emotions are powerful, right?”

I put a hand on my own chest, mirroring her. “When those looters came at me, I managed to protect myself, sort of. They were so angry and it was like their energy rushed into me, and I moved faster than I’d thought I could. And I should have bruises and cuts, but I don’t.”

Emma shifted down onto her back as well and punched her hands at the air above her. “It’s bad ass, right? Hate sets up our bodies to fight, gives us strength and healing. Excitement gives us energy. Fear speeds us up. There’s obviously a lot of overlap with emotions so it all gets a bit fuzzy.”

“What about other emotions? Sadness?”

“Ick. Avoid sad people. Despair is just useless.” Emma stuck her tongue out like she’d tasted expired milk.

“Love?”

“Aw, you’re cute! I wouldn’t go holding out to experience tapping into true love if I were you. Lust is where the power’s at.” She winked at me and I blushed.

Emma’s pocket started pinging and she tugged out her phone from the skin-tight skirt. “It’s Jake. Ooh, another job already?”

Wow. This place was so big, they texted each other inside.

“Come on. Let’s go get the info.” She grabbed me by the hand and we were off again. I was caught up in a red-headed whirlwind and her enthusiasm was contagious. I found myself giggling at how lost I was when we reached a lounge room lined with bookshelves where the guys waited.

The boys had showered, and somehow, they looked even more handsome than they had before. It made me self-conscious of the scent of overnight flight I wore. Jake had changed into a tight black tee under a leather motorbike jacket. I barely noticed the other two guys who stood either side of him. It was as though their hotness just enhanced Jake’s. Side-kicks beside the most powerful superhero.

He smiled at me and I felt like I was in the right place again.

“What is it?” Emma bent at the knees and sprang up like an excited child.

“I’ll tell you on the way. We have to leave right now if we’re going to get anything done. Livvy, I’m sorry to do this to you, but we really can’t miss this one. I’d bring you along, but it’s too dangerous for someone so fresh.”

My inner voice whined like a little puppy being left home alone. I didn’t understand why they couldn’t even tell me where they were going or what they were doing. Paranoia scratched at the corner of my brain. Jake patted me on the shoulder and all my worries floated away. Don’t be selfish, Livvy. They’ve just got important hero stuff to do. “Yeah, I understand. Umm... what should I do?”

“Get settled in, cleaned up, relax. Ms. Penny left after her morning rounds but Sophie, our cook, is in, so feel free to call the kitchen on the intercom for whatever you need and she’ll help you out.” Jake pointed at an intercom near the door. I had seen one like it in my room too, but I hadn’t known what it was at the time.

“Take a car into town if you like, or just hang here. We’ve got all the channels,” Jamie added, and they headed to the door and down the hall.

Emma popped her head back in. “I’ll take you shopping tomorrow, I promise!”

I nodded and remained planted in the room as their footsteps faded. 

My first move was to inspect the intercom, and press the button labelled ‘Kitchen’.

A husky woman’s voice buzzed out of the box. “This is Sophie.”

“Hi, um, I’m Livvy.” I paused, embarrassed. 

“Hi, love. What can I do for you?”

“I think I’m lost.”
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Sophie managed to find me from my description of the room in which I had been left, and gave me a slightly more formal tour than Emma’s. The house layout was actually well structured and not nearly as daunting as I’d first believed. She made me a range of cute brunch-style snacks that looked like they were from a fancy restaurant and left me to explore.

It had been so good spending last night with them all. A bond had formed between us, and it was as if I really belonged. A secure contentedness had made me glow and want to stay with them forever. 

Now I was on my own, hours from home. I felt like an intruder here without the team. I kept feeling confused, concerned about how I’d ended up here and what I’d left behind. Like a pair of uninformed parents, and my phone charger. My phone lay lifeless on the bed. 

The day was getting on. Even if Trevor had assumed I went home, or my parents had assumed I’d stayed longer at the shelter, sooner or later one would contact the other and there would be trouble. What was I thinking? My parents must be freaking out.

I attempted to turn on my phone, hoping for a last scrap of power, but it didn’t respond, and there were no cables of the right kind in the house. Even Sophie had left her phone at home, and this palace seemed to be designed for room-to-room communication only with no visible landline. And with Jake off who knew where for who knew how long, getting home again was off the cards as well, for now. I felt stuck. Almost trapped.

I filled my stomach, took a shower, and put my dirty clothes back on, feeling apprehensive and, well... flat-out grouchy. Angry at myself for getting into this situation. Upset at being left alone. 

To fill the time until the team returned, I decided to find the garage.

I never found it. 

Instead, I stumbled across what had to be a prestige car showroom. When Jamie said to take a car, I didn’t realize what sort of selection he meant. They had six cars between them, each of which probably cost as much as six ordinary cars, or, you know, a house. I barely recognized the badges, except ones like Maserati, and I only knew that one from TV shows about rich people.

I buzzed Sophie in the kitchen again and told her I’d be going for a walk. I didn’t have a driver’s license yet—thanks again to my parents’ no-car policy—and even if I did, the stress of scratching up one of those cars could turn me prematurely gray. 

But I did want to get out of that place. The big building left me at a loss without the others around, and I was never very keen on watching TV alone. On screen, I saw changes in the faces of the actors, but they lacked energy or the connection I felt in real life.

I figured I’d head into town and kill time at a cinema. While TV left me cold, I always loved going to the movies. I guess I understood why now. My empath abilities couldn’t pick up emotions across a small screen, but they could pick up the vibe of a room of people sitting in the dark, all feeling the same thing.

Sophie asked if I’d be needing dinner. I still had twenty bucks cash on me, so I said I’d find something while I was out. I hoped I’d also find a pay phone. She gave me the visitor’s security code for the keypad entry to get back in and I headed off. I felt almost surprised, and relieved, that I was allowed to leave. Was I being paranoid or what?

The mansion was at the top of a hill, and a long, winding road led down into town, past a few other mansion-like estates perched on the rocky cliff-side, overlooking the sea. A salty breeze from the ocean pushed at my back.

Sophie had given me directions to the cinema and it proved easy to find. I bought my ticket but was disappointed when I went in and was the only person there. It proved more depressing than watching TV. 

By the time the movie was over, it had grown dark, and so had my mood. I found myself wandering aimlessly through the unfamiliar town, trying to get my thoughts in order. I questioned how long I’d been wandering but had no way to check the time. I’d made my way into an area where every second storefront was boarded up and layered in crude graffiti.

Despite the lofty elite on the hillside, the town looked like it had seen better days. It made my hometown look downright posh with its little boutique shops like Mom’s.

Mom.

I swallowed hard. Mom and Dad must have been frantic. I hadn’t found a pay phone that hadn’t been vandalized and was no longer functioning. I dreaded making the call to my parents even if I did have a way. I had no idea what I’d tell them, or how much trouble I’d be in.

I tried not to beat myself up too much. I’d just had some life-changing events take place. I was fine, and I’d let them know as soon as I could.

It was fine. They’d be fine. Everything was fine.

Who am I kidding? I went missing during a natural disaster. There was probably an amber alert out on me. 

I’ve stuffed up big time when I really need my parents to be okay with this.

I needed to be able to tell them that my dreams were coming true and I had to follow them. Could they be okay with that? With me staying with the team? I would have been off to college in a year anyway... now I didn’t even know if I was going back to school. I had no idea what was ahead of me, but it wasn’t as though college had an Empath 101 course I could take. But still, how did working with these guys equate to money? Earning a living? Or would their trust fund look after me? 

Shaking my head, I decided I needed to stick with Jake and the team. Regardless of anything else, I trusted Jake. One way or another, I felt that he’d look after me. It was why I was here, despite it seeming completely crazy.

While my mind did loop-de-loops trying to justify my actions, a sound caught my attention. A range of noises reminding me all too clearly of my confrontation with the looters—taunting, laughing, the sounds of anger and hard objects thudding against flesh. 

It came from a side street up ahead.

My pace slowed. If someone was in trouble, maybe I could do something. It wouldn’t be like last night. Surely I could use my powers properly, now I knew what they were. 

I wasn’t the old me anymore. Now, I was superhero princess me. Awesome Olivia was there to help.

I approached the side street carefully, going over the pros and cons in my head. No chance to call the cops this time. My flat phone had been left back in my room. If I did this, I’d have to do it with caution. I’d have to be clever. Jake hadn’t mentioned secret identities yet and I didn’t see the other guys wearing costumes, but I assumed it was best not to flaunt my powers.

I peeked around the corner. 

Under a flickering street light, two guys were beating on a third. They had him pressed to a wall between them, taking turns slugging him in the stomach. They called him names—homo, trailer trash—disgusting, offensive names. The guy they beat didn’t struggle and I worried they’d already done serious damage. 

I tried to tap into their emotions, get some strength, speed, something I could use.

A cold emptiness crept over me instead. 

Maybe I wasn’t close enough? Damn it, how did this work? Their victim looked in a bad state and they showed no signs of slowing down. I had to do something fast.

Stepping into the alley, I took a position hidden in the shadows and yelled, “Police. Stop what you’re doing.”

All three jumped at my voice, and the emptiness cleared. A wave of anger, excitement and fear flowed off the attackers, and power built inside me. Oh yes, I can do this.

The two holding the third guy down blocked most of my view of him, but they all seemed about my age. The pair of bullies wore beanies, one blue, one red, probably from sports teams, but what would I know. My family was more likely to attend an art gallery opening than watch a football match. They muttered between themselves, then one of them called out, “You’re no cop. Just get gone. You seen nothing here.”

I flexed an arm, feeling the strength in it. I reveled in that power. Part of me wanted to use it, fly in like a superhero and show those bullies how it felt to get a beating. But I tried to stay smart. The power was my safety net only. Also, I really didn’t want to nearly rip someone’s hand off like I had last time. “Come on, guys, just leave him alone. I’m not going anywhere, and I don’t think you want a witness here.”

The beanie twins did that chin-lift thing guys do when communicating without words. One kept a hold of their prey and the other stalked toward me. 

I took a step back out onto the main street to see if there was anyone else around, but it was empty. Up to me then. 

I stepped forward and squared off against blue-beanie-boy. He twitched and swayed slightly. He had a badly grown goatee and up close, he stunk of alcohol.

“She’s just some skinny chick!” he called back to his mate. He laughed and turned away. “Get lost!”

He spat out a swear word and headed back to his friend. 

I followed at his heels. “I’m not going to let you keep beating that guy.”

“Don’t.” The grunt of opposition came from the guy against the wall. He slouched, as though he’d fall if red-beanie-boy’s hand on his shoulder didn’t pin him in place. Stringy hair fell over his face. His effort to talk earned him another fist in the stomach.

“See? No one wants you around.” Blue-beanie-boy spun back at me and thrust out an arm to push me away. 

I sidestepped easily and he lost balance. His whole body fell forward after his arm and he landed hard on the pavement near the overflowing trash cans.

As he hit the ground I felt the force of his anger burst around him, accompanied by his loud swearing. I made an effort to absorb it all, like soaking in sunshine through my skin. My body responded, every cell working at perfect efficiency. I pulsed with strength.

He pushed himself back off the ground and dusted off his knees. “You’re going to get it!”

He came at me swinging.

I maneuvered around a street sign and his fist cracked on the metal instead. More swearing. I had no problem keeping away from him, drunk and uncoordinated as he was, but I was only making him angrier. I wanted them to back off and leave without having to hurt anyone. Brilliantly, all I’d done was prove for a second time that me on my own wasn’t intimidating enough to scare off angry guys.

After another bout of swearing, his friend let his victim go and came to join in. He didn’t stumble around like drunken blue-beanie. The two of them advanced together. I stepped away, not wanting an all-in brawl. They backed me into a urine-scented corner of the alley. Their expressions were vicious. I lifted my fists, ready to fight back.

Down the street, a siren wailed. Perfect timing.

I shrugged innocently. “Did I forget to mention I already called the cops? Time to run, kiddies.”

Their anger shed from them, replaced instantly with fear. After a quick glance at each other, and more swearing, they finally took my advice and bolted off into the night.

I took a few deep breaths and the siren passed by the other end of the alley, revealing the red of a fire truck. Close one. The bullies were well on their way though, and didn’t notice my trick. It was over.

I just saved someone. All on my own. I let out a whoop and punched the air, grinning like a fool.

The guy they’d beaten had slumped down against the wall, his knees against his chest. He seemed to be catching his breath as well.

I held out my hand to help the guy up. “Are you okay?”

He ignored me and pushed himself to his feet with one shoulder against the wall. A breath hissed out through his clenched teeth. “What were you thinking? You shouldn’t have gotten involved. You could have been hurt.”

I froze with my hand still outstretched but my smile slipped right off my face. Not exactly the response I’d expected. “I... I just wanted to help.”

He turned and faced me fully. Average build, baggy clothing, dusty brown hair, pasty skin—nothing special at all. But his eyes transfixed me. Gray like wet concrete, they held me like a trap and the coldness I felt earlier crept back in.

“I didn’t need your help. This happens all the time.”

“A playful rumble, huh? What if they went too far?”

He just shrugged like he didn’t even care. He winced as if each small movement hurt him, even talking. He was in pain but his face was blank, and I couldn’t read a single emotion from him. It irritated me more than his criticisms of my rescue effort.

He glanced at me again with those eyes, looking me over as though checking for damage. “You were lucky they didn’t mess you up.”

“I wasn’t lucky, I was...” I couldn’t tell him what I really was, that I had superpowers. But even if I didn’t. “I was clever, and capable, and I saved you!” 

I found myself yelling. I couldn’t read him at all and it threw me. Why wasn’t he happy I helped him? Happy to be saved? 

Blood dripped from his nose onto his light gray T-shirt. He zipped his jacket up over it and pulled the hood over his head. “Whatever.”

He walked away. 

All energy was drained from me. I spent my last cash to get a taxi back up to the mansion. I found it empty. Confused, frustrated, and alone, I crawled into bed.

I couldn’t sleep. Gray eyes kept haunting me. Stupid, unappreciative eyes.
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Jake and the team returned mid-morning. 

Seeing him again knocked my dull mood away. It also felt better having clean clothes. Ms. Penny had washed and dried what I’d been wearing while I had breakfast in bed in a robe and slippers. Pretty people and decadence took the edge off real quick.

We all sat in a lounge room. I wasn’t sure which one or what its exact designation was, but a different one to yesterday. The white leather couches were immaculate and the rug so dense and fluffy, I almost wanted to sit on it more than the couch. 

The guys relaxed from whatever their secret overnight mission had been, yawning and checking their phones amid a pile of empty energy drink cans and coffee mugs. 

I didn’t want to disturb them, but I had to deal with contacting my parents. I felt lame bringing it up, but none of that could match how upset my parents probably were. 

I mustered up the will to speak. Jake smiled at me, and I almost lost it. Concentrating on something other than his perfect features proved difficult.

“Is there a way I can get my phone charged? I need to call my parents.”

Jake sat next to me with his feet up on the glass coffee table and his head back. He straightened up to look at the powerless phone I exhibited in my hand. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll get you a new phone.”

“Oh, I just need a charger, really. I don’t need—”

“Ems, you taking our new girl out shopping today?” Jake spoke over me.

Emma had draped herself full-length down the opposite couch, leaving Donny and Jamie in designer egg-shaped armchairs, which looked more fancy than comfortable, at least for guys of their size.

Emma moaned and pouted, lifting her head with exaggerated effort. “Yeah, sure. I could probably stay awake for shopping. Let me chill out for a bit first though, K?”

The longer this waited, the more the knot in my stomach tightened. What would my parents be thinking? They probably thought I was buried under a collapsed building somewhere. “It’s just, I really need to call my parents, like, yesterday. Maybe could I borrow someone’s phone to let them know where I am?”

Jake shuffled across the lounge and put his arm around my shoulders.

The knot vanished. A warm glow replaced it and I tried not to purr.

“You’re worried about your folks, about them worrying about you? I forget sometimes what that’s like. Me and Jamie have been on our own for so long. Do you want me to take you home?”

He sounded so disappointed, like I was a child who’d had enough of a birthday party. Yesterday I might have said yes to leaving, but not now the team were all back here with me. I didn’t want to be anywhere else. “Oh, no, I can just call them. I’m sure they’ll be angry, but I need—”

Jake gave my shoulders a squeeze. “Do you want me to sort it out for you? Look, I’m great with parents, and it’s always better to deal with things face-to-face, right? I’ve got to head back to your town tomorrow anyway, so I’ll stop by and smooth things over. Save you from bearing the parental brunt.”

I tilted my head and winced, working up to say no, which was hard. But seriously, my parents could have called me in as a missing person by now. I had to fix this.

Jake took my chin in his hand, leaning so close I almost thought he was going to kiss me. “Let me do this for you.”

Warmth washed over me. I exhaled over wobbly lips. I smiled and gave my okay. My parents could wait another day if it meant getting an in-person explanation instead of dodgy phone call, and I just knew Jake could make them understand. He made everything better just by being there. He would explain everything, and everything would be okay. I could feel it.

“I could go with you, if you’d like. See my parents too and—”

“Livvy, we want you right here this week so at first sign of an event nearby we can take you with us. It’s time to get to know you better and see how your powers manage,” Donny said.

Emma sat up with far more energy than she’d shown before. She clapped her hands together. “Then you can be part of the team for real!”

I glowed, and wondered if it was visible to them all.

“What do you want me to tell your folks?” Jake asked.

I thought for a moment. “Tell them I’m following my dreams.”

Emma did take me shopping that afternoon, but we didn’t get a new phone. We mostly bought new clothes for Emma. She held nothing back, snapping up every designer item taking her fancy, paying cash for everything. And everything wasn’t cheap. She tried to encourage me to do the same, but I only managed to humbly request a new pair of jeans, two tops, some PJs and some underwear. At least I had some clothes to change into now. I was sure that soon I’d feel more comfortable taking what I wanted like Emma did. 

Soon, I’d be part of the team for real.

During the week each of the team members ducked out individually for this or that. They weren’t much for explaining what they were doing or where they were going, and I didn’t want to seem naggy with my questions. Maybe they had day jobs? I somehow doubted it, unless it was just as cover for their secret identities. No way did they need the money. 

No one did any empath power training, which disappointed me. There was so much I wanted to know, but they didn’t even seem as interested in it as I did. The only training done was daily body-sculpting workouts. I joined in and they encouraged me, even though I was pathetic.

Jake returned from Bellscroft with a new phone for me, already programmed with the team’s numbers, and a report on my parents.

“They were worried, of course, but my top-notch empath skills had them feeling better in no time. Here, check this out.” Jake opened the photo gallery of the new phone and showed me a ten-second video of him sitting on my couch with my parents, all three smiling and waving. 

“What did you tell them?” I had run through that discussion so often in my own head. Of course I wanted to be a good daughter and be honest, but the truth in this case was kind of wild, and not just my secret to keep. 

“I told them we were friends from school, that we picked you up and let you stay at ours instead of the shelter. Made a few other excuses about flat phones, extra volunteer work together, following your dreams, yadda yadda, and they’re happy to let you stay with us as long as you like.”

I wondered if forever was included. 

It felt sort of wrong to have not told them the whole truth, and there was something weird about seeing them so cheerful in that video. Was I upset that they weren’t more worried? Maybe, but I was happy too. I needed to go back home myself for a visit sometime soon, and I reminded myself to give my parents super-hugs for letting me do this. 

I knew Mom would understand. Mom ran away from a backwater slum when she was fourteen and lived on her own for years, waitressing in cafes during the days and working nights and weekends building her own business. She met the man of her dreams and now ran her own shop. My mom was amazing and always encouraged me to follow my dreams too. Not that I could compare my little adventure with what she’d done.

I thanked Jake for the new phone, and tried it out by taking a photo of us together. I spent most of my free hours for the rest of the week staring at that photo.

On Sunday night, Donny and Jamie called in from the industrial district across the city. A warehouse had gone up in flames. They said it looked like a good first event for me.

It was time for me to prove myself, although the idea of a whole burning building intimidated me. I’d never witnessed a real fire before. What would I be expected to do? 

I felt too embarrassed to ask and appear dumb to the others. I just agreed to go. 

This was my chance to use my powers as a part of the team. 

Maybe I could save someone’s life.
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Chapter Eight
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Jake drove the Maserati there faster than I thought was safe. 

Emma took the front seat and I squeezed into the pocket-sized back with Emma’s reasoning that I had the shortest legs. 

Maybe Jake sensed my anxiety, because he explained the situation more as we stopped down the road from the pillar of black smoke marking the fire.

“Don’t stress. There’s no one in the buildings. The whole industrial park has been evacuated. Nothing but stock and structures at risk.” Ever the gentleman, he popped his front seat forward and helped extract me from the back of the two-door sports car.

I noticed Donny’s black Jeep parked a little farther down the street. He and Jamie loaded something into the back. We wandered down to meet them.

“So, what will I be doing?” I tried to sound brave and eager.

Jake nodded to the other guys before coming back to my question. “Just watching. The firefighters are working hard to get the fire under control before it spreads. There’s some serious adrenaline and emotion involved in that, so just feel out the situation and see what you can use. Then show us what you’ve got.”

We were still a building or two away and I already felt the heat. I wondered if it was from the fire or the emotions of those fighting it. Or maybe just the warmth I always felt from being near Jake. 

We ducked through a hole in a chain-link fence, sneaking closer between the warehouses. We found a viewpoint nearby and hid behind a stack of wooden pallets so the officials wouldn’t send us away.

“What would you guys normally be doing, if I weren’t learning?”

“For a fire? Not really a lot. Empath powers don’t really make us more effective at putting out flames. We don’t suddenly get super flame-retardant breath or anything. But If someone was inside, I’d rush in for the save, of course.” Jake smiled and winked. 

Could I rush into a burning building to save someone? Mouthing off at punks seemed altogether different to that level of heroism. 

But I wanted to be someone who would do that. And I wanted to be with someone who would do that. 

I stared happily at Jake for a moment too long before the fire drew my attention. 

The two-story warehouse glowed like a jack-o’-lantern. I gaped in awe at such destructive, beautiful power. Flames painted the walls and the heat dried my unprotected skin even from this distance. The smell was off, like bad eggs and car burn-outs. Fortunately, most of the smoke blew the other way.

We watched the fire fighters doing their thing, calling orders back and forth, dragging hoses, working pumps on the truck. All knew their roles. They worked as a team. I’d be part of a team like that soon, but even better. I looked sidelong at Jake, his hair and skin glowing golden in the firelight. Part of his team.

Excess emotions flowed off the firefighters and I made myself a magnet, letting the power soak in through my pores.

Jake bumped my shoulder with his. “How are you feeling? Got the mojo yet?”
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