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One


Central Park


The bronze man’s head was melting. It oozed fat splats of liquid metal and swirled down the front of his old-fashioned suit jacket to puddle at his feet. Some of it hit the bronze duck below him, adding layers of new metal that mutated it into a nightmarish goose. The molten metal cooled and hardened as it hit the sidewalk. Mayhem’s heat blasts were concentrated above the statue, and metal needs a constant heat source to stay liquid. I learned that in class.


Gage had told me the statue was of a once-famous man who wrote stories for kids. I don’t know for sure, but if Gage says so, it must be true. He’s in charge while the adults are fighting for all of our lives, and he kept us quiet and hidden. For a while.


Until Mayhem found our hiding place.


“We have to run for it,” Gage said.


I didn’t want to run. We’d been running for hours, from the southernmost point of Central Park to where we were now. I don’t know how many blocks, but a lot, and it was raining, too—light, chilly rain and heavy, splattering rain. Sometimes it stopped and just blew cold wind; then Ethan would use his Tempest powers to try to redirect it so we didn’t freeze.


Hours of it, and I was exhausted. We all were. Each time the Banes gained ground and pushed the last of the grown-up Rangers north, we kids ran ahead and took cover. We were there to fight if we had to, but the grown-ups didn’t want us to—not until absolutely necessary. At fifteen, Gage was the oldest; I’m the youngest at ten-almost-eleven. He says we’re the last line of defense for the city of New York.


We’re the last line of defense for the rest of the country.


And we’re just a bunch of kids.


Mayhem kept blasting.


Ethan stepped out from the shelter of the stone wall, all wiry and red-haired and cocky thirteen. He raised his hands to the sky. A blast of wind shot away from him and swirled toward Mayhem. She was a good hundred yards away, across a cement hole that had once been a lake or something, near a statue of a bronze girl on a mushroom. The statue was losing shape, turning into goo from her being so close to it.


Ethan’s air blast slammed Mayhem’s heat back at her. She was wearing street clothes, just jeans and a black shirt, and they were nothing like our special uniforms. No armor to protect Mayhem from her own powers or ours, so she flew backward with a piercing shriek. Her braided black hair flipped around like snakes, and she landed out of sight on the other side of the mushroom.


“Go!” Gage shouted.


Mellie ran first, as fast as she could across the cement ground, toward the nearest clutch of unburned trees. Renee went next, a streak of blue skin and honey-blond hair, with William behind her. He carried Janel, who was unconscious from power overload; William had superstrength so he could run and carry her at the same time, while I could barely run and carry myself.


I followed the big kids, including Marco, who was still in panther form, and fifteen of us streaked across the way, rounding the edge of the cement pit, seeking our next place to hide. Just like we’d done all day. My lungs were burning, aching with smoke and cold and overuse and unshed tears. I just wanted to curl up in a ball and cry myself to sleep. I was sick of being cold. I didn’t want to be afraid anymore. I didn’t want to have to think about tomorrow—if we had a tomorrow.


I was only ten. Almost eleven. I wasn’t ready to die.


None of us was.


Mellie sure wasn’t when one of Mayhem’s heat blasts caught her full in the face and melted her skin down to her bones. Mellie didn’t even get to scream. I screamed plenty. So did Renee and Nate and William. Only panther-Marco paused long enough to sniff her, then loped past.


Ethan cried out, and then he wasn’t running with the group anymore. I didn’t stop to see what happened, but a few seconds later, Mayhem shouted again. This time, the roar of wind was louder. I hoped he tossed her into a tree or something.


We left poor Mellie on the ground and kept going, like we’d left three others behind already. My jelly legs didn’t want to keep running, and one by one the older kids moved ahead of me. Toward the trees and the promise of safety somewhere else. I’d get left behind and it wouldn’t matter. My powers were stupid; I couldn’t help in a fight. My ability to hypnotize people and alter their thoughts worked only if I looked them in the eye. That was hard to do in the middle of a war zone. I hadn’t done anything today but cry and scream and get in the way.


Not like my dad, Hinder, one of the greatest heroes in the Ranger Corps. He was fighting south of us with the last half dozen grown-up Rangers, keeping the horde of Banes (sixty-something of them, Gage had said) from overrunning us. We were kids training to be heroes. If our parents and mentors died, how did anyone expect us to stop them?


We could barely save ourselves from one Bane with a superheat blast. Once the line fell and the Banes got through, sixty-something of them would crush us in seconds.


No, the line couldn’t fall. Not with my dad in charge. He’d save us.


A hand grabbed my arm and yanked me forward. I nearly tripped. Gage didn’t let go as we ran; he was practically pulling me along. It was as close as we’d ever come—or ever would—to holding hands. I’m still a baby and he’s a teenager. He’s just helping me because he’s in charge. He can’t let me lag behind.


We found a wide path. It took us under a stone archway and we emerged onto an open lawn. If it was ever green, it was now brown and rutted and overrun here and there with clumps of dried weeds. A lot of Central Park looked like that now. After New York City’s first major battle in the War, most of the city had been evacuated and a lot of the buildings destroyed. I’d seen it from the helicopter that brought us here this morning—burning, crumbling skyscrapers, gutted old theaters, debris in the empty streets. William had pointed at a tall, skinny building called the Empire or something, and said it used to be twice as tall. I didn’t believe him.


Manhattan was a good place to fight, we were told. Early evacuation meant fewer civilian injuries. One of the major rules of the Ranger Corps code is protect civilians at all costs. Even the dumb ones who stand there and scream, instead of getting out of the way.


I once overheard Gage’s mentor, Delphi, say that any civilian who didn’t get out of the way of battling Metas was too stupid to save. It had made the other adults laugh. I didn’t know why it was funny, and I couldn’t ask her to explain it. I shouldn’t have been listening in the first place. But Delphi was smart, so it had to be important. She’d mentored a lot of kids who didn’t have anyone to teach them about their powers and how to be a Ranger. If I’d been an orphan like Gage, I’d have liked Delphi to be my mentor, too.


No one else attacked us on the lawn, but it was too open. Gage changed our direction, sideways instead of across the lawn. It felt like forever before we hit the cover of trees again. In the distance, peeking through the crisping, late summer leaves, was the turret of a big stone building.


“Head toward the castle,” Gage yelled toward the front of the line. William and Renee altered their path just a little. We passed what had once been a pond of some kind, and soon we were all going up.


“Can we hide there?” I gasped. The cold and wet made my lungs burn.


“I think so.”


Somewhere south of us, something exploded. It sounded like a truck got dropped from the sky and hit another one on the ground. I felt the rattle of it in my bones. Gage looked over his shoulder. I couldn’t. Every ounce of my attention was on not falling over my own tired feet.


We went up a set of stone steps. The paths intersected at the top and seemed to go off in four different directions. To our left was the castle—a stone building that had so far avoided complete destruction and shone like a hopeful beacon. Thick, round stones made a sort of patio that led to the castle itself, and it had two fancy pavilions on the left and right of the steps we came up. Except for a few blown-out windows, the castle was intact. Past it, farther to the north, was something that looked like an outdoor theater surrounded by bony winter trees.


A figure emerged from the castle, and everyone ahead of us came to a clumsy, jumbled halt. Gage let me go and jogged to the front to see. I sidled closer to Renee, who stretched one blue arm out to grasp me around the shoulders. She was twelve, almost a teenager, and my best friend. I loved her Flex power that let her bend and twist into funny lengths and shapes. It was a useful power, too. When we first got here, she’d used it to yank me out of the way of Mayhem’s heat blast.


“You gotta keep up, T,” Renee said. Her teeth chattered and, instead of red, the cold made her cheeks look purple. “Can’t lose you, too.”


“I’m trying,” I replied.


“Who are you?” Gage asked the stranger. His voice was still changing, going unpredictably from high-pitched to deep in timbre, so it squeaked a little when he tried to be bossy. Like now.


I peeked around William’s bulk—twelve and almost six feet tall—to get a better look.


A dirty man in ragged clothes was leaning hard against the stone wall. His face was sunken and filthy, and he probably stank, if the look on Gage’s face said anything. All five of Gage’s senses were hypersensitive and picked up on all sorts of things. Something about the stranger, other than being homeless and in our hiding place—was bothering Gage.


“Sir, you shouldn’t be here,” Gage said. “It isn’t safe.”


“Nowhere’s safe from your kind nowadays,” the man said. His voice was slurred, thick, like he was both drunk and half asleep. He wouldn’t look up from some interesting spot on the stone. Loose, torn clothing hung limply, covering his hands and feet, as if he’d shrunk inside them.


“There’s a battle moving this way. You can’t stay here.”


The man shrugged.


Another explosion, similar to the first, rocked the ground. It was closer this time, louder. One of the younger boys whimpered. Panther-Marco stalked around the group to stand sentry next to Gage and hissed at the man. The two boys with the best noses knew something was wrong.


Nate’s voice rang through all of our heads as his telepathic warning blared like a neon sign: Back up and get out of—


The stranger raised his right hand as he looked up. His sunken eyes glowed with yellow-orange power as he fired the little revolver in his hand, creating chaos.


Her arm still around me, Renee practically dragged me toward the larger pavilion. We all fled there while three more shots were fired. I couldn’t see for the flurry of moving bodies. I didn’t know where Gage was. Someone was screaming about Nate.


At the back of the pavilion, more stone steps led down to a rocky surface that overlooked the dried-up pond. We crouched there, using what little cover our hiding place provided. Fear clutched me colder than the January freeze, but I still glanced up and around a stone column, heart kicking against my ribs, a bitter taste in my mouth.


Nate was dead on the ground, a hole in his chest. The homeless man looked on, his eyes glowing death, smug like a Bane. He threw back his head and laughed—it might have been scarier if he weren’t so hoarse.


Nearby, under the pavilion and behind a stone wall, William was bleeding at the hip. Down on the rock floor with us, Ethan was shot in the left shoulder. Both were panting, trying to be brave and to not cry. I looked away before I started crying, too.


“We’re ending this tonight!” the man shouted. “Your pathetic Rangers are falling as we speak. You’ll see your parents in hell soon enough.”


I shivered.


“Specter,” Gage said, and I jumped at the sound of his voice right beside me.


It couldn’t be Specter, the leader of the Banes. My dad said he was the one who’d rallied them together and initiated the War that had raged and ruined the country, killed hundreds on both sides, and left Metas nearly extinct. The last surviving Metas in the world had descended on Central Park to fight each other today. Dad said Specter could possess anyone who was unconscious or had a weak mind—take them over like a puppeteer, and make them do whatever he wanted.


Specter had found a man with a gun who could cut us kids down as surely as superpowers had taken five of us since the morning.


He strode out to the middle of the stone patio, gun raised but pointed nowhere. We didn’t have a lot of cover, crowding low on the cold stone steps and behind two columns and two bits of waist-high stone wall. The wounded were now in the rear, the most powerful in the front. I was somewhere in the middle beside Gage, whose hands were shaking. His lips were pressed together so tight I couldn’t see them. He looked like he wanted to barf all over the ground.


He was terrified.


Gage couldn’t be terrified. He had to lead us, tell us what to do so we survived this.


“Gage?” I said.


He didn’t look at me. He scrubbed a hand through his spiky blond hair, down over his face, then clenched it in front of his blue jumpsuit. Tugged and pulled at the material.


I tried again. Maybe my powers couldn’t save us, but I could help him save us. “Gage?”


He just wasn’t paying attention to me, like usual, so I grabbed his hand and gave it a solid yank. He looked at me then, his dark eyes flecked with little bits of silver that made them look like a starry night sky. As soon as I caught his gaze, I locked in and let my Trance powers do the rest.


You’re a brave man, Gage. You wouldn’t be our leader if you weren’t brave. We need you to lead us. We need you to save us. You can do this.


Tears glistened in his eyes. I felt him fighting it, fighting the Trance, the urge to do anything I told him. Being scared was easier—I knew it and so did he. I forced a little more at him, as much as I could muster through my own terror.


Trust me.


His hands stopped shaking. He was calming down, bucking up, accepting my influence. My own fear lessened a little, but not enough. I wished I could Trance myself.


Trust me, Gage, and lead us. Save us.


The Specter-host took three more potshots. Someone screamed—I couldn’t look, didn’t want to know. Didn’t want to see any more of my classmates hurt or dying or dead. A third explosion, horrifyingly close, sent a blast of hot air scorching across the pavilion, layered with the stink of smoke and ash. And something burning sweet.


Death was coming closer.


“Angela, I need a distraction,” Gage said, breaking our lock. He moved away, toward a blond girl who could leave up to twelve copies of herself behind as she walked, like holographic bread crumbs. “Marco, raven form.”


Nearby I heard the funny, wet-Velcro sound Marco made when he shifted. The large black bird hopped over to Gage and waited for orders.


“I can still help,” Ethan said. He was sweating, so pale his freckles looked like pimples, his uniform front soaked with blood.


Gage whispered a plan I couldn’t hear while our attacker shot at us twice more, exploding stone and cement, in no hurry to kill us all. Or he was waiting for something.


“Ready?” Gage asked. The other big kids nodded. They all turned, prepared with their plan.


An energy orb slammed into the Specter-host and spun him around—but it wasn’t from any of us. He squeezed off a wild shot that shattered the stone near Gage’s head, and then the dirty man fell facedown on the cobblestones. The cold rain started falling harder.


A hunched, bleeding figure shambled toward us from around the stairs. Her white hair was stained red, plastered to her skull, and she looked a hundred years old. Gage and Angela ran out to help her, and they practically carried the old woman into the pavilion. She was bleeding from a dozen wounds, her hands and knees scraped from multiple falls. I saw her face and started to cry.


“Granny Dell,” I said, shouldering my way through the older kids. I dropped to my knees next to my maternal grandmother, confused and horrified. She shouldn’t be here. She’d retired forty years ago, long before I was born, and had lived my entire lifetime in Europe. We’d only met once, but had chatted on the phone dozens of times. She told me stories about my mom, who I didn’t remember much.


And now Granny Dell was in Central Park. I’d heard the grown-ups say that everyone was being called to duty, but I had never imagined they meant my grandmother.


She turned weepy eyes toward me, like someone so desperately tired she wanted to burst out crying. I couldn’t stop my own tears from falling, or the desperate sobs that hurt my chest.


“You kids need to go,” she gasped. She was trying so hard. “They’re coming. He’s coming.”


“We have wounded,” Gage said behind me. “We can’t leave them.”


“Have to, son. You kids … you’re the last. Have to live.”


“We’re not,” I said. “Dad’s still fighting. He’ll save us.” Her sad, sad face told me something about my dad I didn’t want to know. My lungs hitched. I ignored her face. If I ignored her, it simply wasn’t true.


“They’ll be here soon, Teresa,” Granny Dell said. “You have to run. Hide.”


“Rangers don’t hide.” Dad taught me that. All I wanted to do was hide until the bad guys went away, but we couldn’t. If we hid from the Banes now, we’d never live it down later. Unless we died after all.


Was it better to die a hero or live a coward?


I didn’t know. All I knew was that I wanted to live.


Granny Dell choked up blood and stopped breathing. I kept holding her hand, afraid that if I let go, I’d run and hide just like she wanted me to, find a tree to climb or a hole to burrow into and stay there until the battle was over.


“We stand here,” Gage said, rising up and addressing us like a general. Still brave, still saving us. Not giving up. “The man out there was right. It comes down to what we do tonight. We have to make our parents and mentors proud.”


They were all talking at once, a buzz of voices and sounds and movements, and situating those who were too hurt to fight in the back of the pavilion, down in that rock-bottom hiding place. Forming a defensive line based on powers. Someone dashed outside to retrieve the gun. No one would use it; they just couldn’t leave it lying around for a Bane to pick up. I stayed in the rear with the wounded and the dead, too cold and scared to help. I was useless.


Again.


An agony-filled shriek rose up from the trees surrounding the south side of the castle, carried on a wind that brought more of that awful roasted-sweet odor. Female scream, I thought, unable to think of the other adult Rangers who’d been left. I couldn’t think of anyone except my dad, hurt, maybe … No. Just hurt. Or still battling his way toward us, leading his Rangers as only he could. Hinder would save us.


Renee and William stood together. I was surprised that William could be shot and still standing. He was strong. I thought he had a good power, just like Renee. But he didn’t like her ability to stretch her blue body out like taffy. He said it was creepy, and she loved to torment him. Seeing them together was weird.


Marco was back in panther form. He paced the length of the pavilion, thick tail swishing, a predator. He told me once he’d rather be a big cat than a person. I didn’t understand, but I was always jealous of his being a shapeshifter.


Even hurt, Ethan was waiting to help. He had one of the strongest powers among us, and he knew it. He was being brave. Everyone was being brave, except me. Might as well only be eleven of us left, instead of twelve.


Stupid, useless Trance.


The castle’s spire exploded. Fire and rock blasted outward and rained down on the cobblestones in front of the pavilion. Some of us shrieked. I know I did. A second blast took out the rest of the turret. Smoke choked me and stung my eyes. Gage was shouting orders.


The first Bane crested the stairs at the far end of the stone patio. I didn’t know her. Just saw her stop, locate us, then let out an excited war whoop. Terror hit me like a blast of fire all over my body as more Banes joined her.


The heat of the fire increased to all-over agony. This wasn’t fear. Something was happening. Marco screamed, a too human sound. Everything went gray, and then the agony swallowed me whole.





Two


Portland, Oregon
Fifteen years later


Having superpowers rudely restored after a fifteen-year disruption is a lot like childbirth: painful, beautiful, messy, and with lots of screaming. Unlike childbirth, superpower restoration was an event I just didn’t see coming. I thought it was heartburn.


Four long hours into my ten-to-three swing shift at Whiskey Jack’s (second job of the day, straight off ten hours at the House of Chicken), I sneaked a handful of leftover chili cheese fries before Freddy the busboy dumped them into the garbage. The owner (whose name is Ted, not Jack) didn’t care if we filched, as long as we did it in the back room. Even for a girl working three jobs (including two glamorous days a week scrubbing toilets for a home-cleaning service), hearty food was still mostly unaffordable. Not if I wanted little luxuries like electricity and heat during Portland’s cold winters.


Cold and congealed, those fries tasted divine. I followed them with a large glass of filtered water. For my empty stomach, it was too much, too fast. Hot, cramping fingers twisted my belly. I doubled over and almost knocked Freddy down.


He grabbed my arm, brushing my left breast quite deliberately. Leave it to a teenager to use an act of compassion to cop a feel. “Geez, Teresa, you okay?” he asked.


Dumb question. “No, do I look okay?” I pulled my arm away and backed up until my hip hit the sink. The back room was small and seemed to grow smaller. Dingy basins reeking of mildew and old detergent pressed in too close. Odors of grease and salty food filtered in from the nearby kitchen. I swallowed, longing for my toothbrush.


“Shouldn’t have eaten those fries, huh?” he said.


I shot him a withering stare. He took the hint, grabbed his basin, and headed out to the floor to clear more tables. With an hour left on my shift, I couldn’t drum up the energy to hit the floor and hustle drinks for the house. Whiskey Jack’s had a reputation in Portland as a high-class-ass bar—the more you paid, the more you could touch. I needed the tips, but the idea of liquor breath and sweaty hands increased my nausea.


I couldn’t afford to leave early, either. This late at night—or early in the morning, depending on your internal clock—men had no trouble giving up a ten-spot for a chance to pour their own shot into a glass nestled between a woman’s breasts. Short black skirts and tight yellow tank tops were the preferred uniform at WJ’s, the better to show off the waitress staff’s assets. I needed an extra-padded bra to give my small chest the bounce the other servers possessed (naturally or surgically, take your pick), but the luxury investment had been worth it.


Another sharp cramp knotted my stomach. Fingers of pain danced through my lower back. For one panicked instant, I thought my appendix had burst. I would become septic and die. The perfect ending to a perfect week of hell, seasoned with a bounced rent check. Shake and serve with a side of hopelessness.


Appendicitis, while a good way to avoid my default-happy landlord and collect sick pay from my job at the House of Chicken, would be the moldy cherry on the melted sundae. Or whatever that saying is.


I bucked up, splashed water on my face, and inhaled. Held it, exhaled. Rinse, repeat. The cramps calmed somewhat, but shakiness had set into my limbs. Hands trembling and with sweat popping out on my forehead, I returned to the floor for a few more tip attempts. I had about a hundred bucks in my pocket—nowhere near enough to cover the fee for the bounced rent check.


At two in the morning, the bar was still in full swing. Dim lights barely illuminated a South Pacific–themed interior, complete with strung tiki lanterns and fake potted palm trees that doubled as ash trays. Reggae music blared over half a dozen loudspeakers. Drunken men and women lurched around the narrow dance floor. Some laughed in groups at their tables, while others milled about looking for action.


Five paces into the bar, action planted itself right in front of me in the form of a six-foot-four, slobbering giant of a man. His bloodshot eyes leered down, mouth twisted into a drunken grin. “Titty shot?” he slurred, bourbon breath puffing into my face.


The smell curled my nostrils and churned my stomach. Hell, no. This guy was not touching me. “I’m not pouring right now.” I sidestepped and was in the crowd before his foggy brain caught up.


Bartender Minnie was doing her hourly show of tossing liquor bottles and pouring shots, much to the glazed amazement of the patrons. Money flowed her way. I often longed for that kind of coordination. Better cash might mean not working three different jobs and letting men ogle my boobs for cash. Too bad I could barely walk a straight line stone-cold sober, let alone juggle liquor bottles without breaking every single one (and probably cracking a few heads in the process).


Minnie put on a show for their entertainment, doing her part to amuse the max-capacity 145 lost souls who had come to Whiskey Jack’s to celebrate the fifteenth anniversary of America’s Other Independence Day. Some came (as they always do) as an excuse to party; others came to forget their troubles and expound (in the mystifying way that only drunk people can) upon the struggling post–Meta War years and flatlining economy.


The whole world changed fifteen years ago. The Meta War ended. All the superpowers disappeared. And my dad died; I was ten.


Happy freaking anniversary.


One of the muted televisions was running some feature on Metas, showing stock footage of long-ago battles and burning buildings. The scroll across the bottom of the screen asked: Would the world have been safer without Metas?


I was kind of glad I couldn’t hear the answer to that question.


Depressed and still in some amount of pain, I wandered toward an empty table in the corner, hoping to sit down for a minute. I ignored the pile of dirty plates and glasses that Freddy still hadn’t picked up, and pulled out a wooden chair. A meaty hand closed over mine and squeezed. Sasquatch, the bourbon drooler from a minute ago, leered down at me.


“Too good to pour for me, lady?” he said. His other hand produced a wad of cash and he waved it in front of me like a flag. “If you won’t pour, how much for the whole night?”


I’d waitressed in dives like this for years and been called a whore before. But whoring wasn’t my career of choice, and I would never cross that line. Normally I’d chalk up the solicitation to the alcohol soaking his breath, or simply blame bad manners.


Tonight I let my tangled emotions and unhappy stomach dictate action. I kicked Sasquatch in the groin. He howled and hit the floor. The ruckus caught the attention of half the bar, including Ted, who was squirreled away in his usual place in the DJ booth, and that put an end to my night at Whiskey Jack’s.


And my employment there.


The heartburn remained with me during the long walk home. I stumbled into my one-room apartment, clothes and hair rank with the odors of liquor and stale cigarette smoke. After a short debate over showering—too much energy required, not enough on reserve—I sprawled out on my saggy bed and tried to ignore the pain in my stomach and throat. Antacids cost money and … well, I didn’t have any to spare.


Milk helped sometimes. Did I have milk in the fridge? I squeezed my eyes closed and tried to picture the contents of my wheezing icebox, an original installation in the aging apartment. Two cans of soda, half a loaf of bread, a few slices of faux cheddar, maybe a Styrofoam carton of last week’s filched leftovers. If I had milk in there, it was curdling into cottage cheese.


With nothing to save me, I curled onto my side and pondered the tip money in my back pocket. Five hours and only twenty extra bucks. My jackass of a boss docked me for kicking that guy in the crotch. As if firing me wasn’t humiliating enough.


I wished I’d controlled my temper.


This was the fourth time in three years that I’d been fired for not reining it in. Sooner or later, I’d run out of noncareer opportunities in Portland and then I’d really be screwed. And I had to go job hunting tomorrow if I didn’t want to end up on the street by the end of the week. Work and sleep—there had to be more to life than this. Oh yeah, there was. Pain.


Those invisible hands returned and twisted my intestines into knots. Scalding tears pricked the corners of my eyes. Drawing my knees up to my chest, I ground my teeth and waited for it to pass. No such luck. I tried to stand, preparing to run to the toilet and yak. Threadbare sheets had tangled around my ankles and legs. My left elbow scraped against the industrial carpet as I hit the floor.


Had to be my appendix. I was going to die after all.


The pain spread as I lay on my cold apartment floor—had I bounced another check on the heating bill? The water-stained plaster ceiling pressed down on me. No, it couldn’t be my appendix. That pain stayed in the abdomen and lower back. This pain was spreading all over, from my stomach to my chest to my throat. It radiated outward from my belly button, nothing like what I’d earlier mistaken for heartburn. Gooseflesh dotted my arms. My nipples hardened. Searing heat, like swallowing a gallon of boiling water, raced through my veins and arteries, heating my extremities and curling my toes. My mouth opened to scream—no sound came out. My eyes burned; I squeezed them shut.


Had I really worked so hard and survived so much only to die alone, on the floor of my crappy apartment?


The blazing heat ended as abruptly as it began. I curled into a ball and pressed numb hands against my chest. Chills tore up and down my spine. Something was happening to me, something bad. Fear warred with an odd sense of déjà vu. I longed to cry, but no tears came. My eyes still burned. I slit one open. The chilly apartment air cooled the hot cornea, and I opened the other for similar relief.


I tested the muscles in my abdomen. Nothing twinged. Legs and arms seemed equally okay for use. I rolled onto my right side. A lock of hair fell across my face and into my mouth. I spat it out. It tasted as bad as it smelled. A flash of misplaced color caught my eye. I grabbed a handful of hair and inspected the strands. Thin streaks of purple colored half of the light brown.


Crap.


Every six weeks, I splurged on a box of cheap hair dye to keep up the pretense of boring nut brown. The purple streaks had existed since I was a toddler, a random side effect of being born the daughter of two superheroes. But the heroes were gone, and while people still did funny things to their hair, I had wanted to forget the life I’d lost when my powers were ripped away. More than anything, I’d wanted to be normal.


The last box of dye wasn’t temporary, so why was the purple back? I rolled the colored hair between my lavender-hued fingertips.


What the huh?


All ten fingers had adopted a pale, violet hue, like the beginning of a bruise. Or like I’d played in permanent finger paints.


I stood on shaky legs and padded barefoot to the bathroom. A colorful towel created the only privacy barrier between bed and bath. I pushed through it so hard two of the tacks popped out of the plaster wall and clattered to the floor. Ignoring the chilly tiles, I flipped the wall switch and flinched against the yellow light that bathed the room.


As my eyes adjusted, I leaned over the cracked porcelain sink, studying my reflection. Chills wiggled down my spine. Purple streaks as thin as fingers highlighted my hair in no discernable pattern, just like before I started dyeing it. Odd, yes, but not scary. Scary was reserved for my eyes. Formerly brown irises now shone an iridescent purple that moved like oceans of light. I’d seen eyes like that once, and not in my head. I remembered an age-lined face and white hair stained with blood, an old woman as she lay dying.


I gripped the sink’s edge. “No.”


I ran my fingers through hair no longer familiar, convincing myself that it was not an illusion. Purple hair was at least familiar. Purple fingertips? Not so much. I rubbed my thumb and index finger together, testing the texture of the skin. Lavender sparks shot off like a party sparkler. I yelped. My heart slammed against my ribs as a strange odor filled the room, like a scraped matchbook cover.


I had to get a grip—easier said than done. I rubbed again. More sparks. On a whim, I snapped my fingers. A marble-size ball of purple light appeared. It hovered above my palm like an extension of my hand, connected by a faint warmth I couldn’t explain.


“Whoa.”


I didn’t move. Neither did the light. After a moment of concentration, the marble grew into a walnut, and then into an apple-size orb. Holy crap. The oddest sensation of heat still connected the hovering sphere to my hand, pulled taut like a rubber band. I could control it, shrink it, expand it. Could I make it fly?


“This is bad,” I said, stumbling away from the sink. I tripped over a well-worn tub mat and fell, landing flat on my ass. The orb disappeared. Sharp pain skewered my lower back, and a few choice curses tumbled out of my mouth.


I sat up, breathing hard, and tried to drum up some explanation. Anything to account for this. My powers were gone, had been for fifteen years. Just like every other Meta. No one knew why our powers went away that day in Central Park. One instant we were huddled together, preparing to kill or be killed, and the next we were all writhing in pain as some unknown force tore our abilities away from us. The world saw it as a blessing—no more superpowered freaks wreaking havoc. No more destruction. No more killing.


No one considered how it affected us.


Like most explosive and devastating conflicts, the spark that lit the five-year Meta War was decades in the making. For more than two hundred years, superpowered Metas had been a part of our collective history, but it wasn’t until the first half of the twentieth century that the minor Meta disagreements became full-blown conflicts. Conflicts that grew bolder and bloodier over the next century. During that time, the Ranger Corps was established, and Washington bureaucrats coined the term “Banes”—a catch-all for the Metas our Ranger ancestors were tasked to capture and neutralize.


Over time, career-criminal Metas embraced the distinction and their identity as Banes. Schoolchildren were taught that Banes were bad, but the Rangers would always save us. It was a nice fairy tale.


A decade or so before the outbreak of the War—right around the time my generation was born—Specter showed up. More powerful than any other Bane, his abilities were a fierce blend of telekinesis and telepathy—once in your mind, he could control your actions until unconsciousness or death forced him out. This power to possess from a distance and turn the possessed’s powers against them helped him command loyalty from the fractured groups of Banes scattered around the world without ever showing his face to the public.


For the first time in history, the Rangers were outmatched. The Banes came at us sideways, using deadly force against anyone who stood in their way, children and trainees included. Everything came to a head in Trenton, New Jersey, after four innocents and one Ranger were killed during a string of jewelry heists. Five cold-blooded murders. Six city blocks burned to the ground. Five years of bitter, violent fighting followed.


Chicago was left a smoldering husk. The Great Salt Lake became too alkaline to live near, and most of Salt Lake City remains unoccupied. Los Angeles and New York City bore the brunt of the attacks. L.A. still has half a million stubborn inhabitants, but the majority of New York’s five boroughs are abandoned. The War trickled overseas a few times—Paris, Moscow, some tiny village in the Philippines. London took the worst of it, and kids over there still sing some little ditty called “London Bridge Is Burning Down.”


Mostly it stayed here in the States, drawing all known Metas to its center like a crow to a cornfield. Battles devastated small towns and large cities with alarming frequency. The War finally ended on the evacuated island of Manhattan and left the surviving Metas as powerless as any other Joe (and Jane) Citizen.


As powerless as I’d lived for the last fifteen years. Powerless to remain in Los Angeles where I’d grown up, raised to be a hero. Powerless to stop the taunts of other children who saw my purple hair and hated what I no longer was. Powerless to affect the course of my own life.


Bitter fear coated the back of my tongue. Not fear of my strange appearance. No, that particular fear lived in a tiny block of ice, deep inside my gut. This was an old fear of imminent death. Fear of how painful it would be to die at the hands of an angry Bane. Fear of my own cowardice.


“No, no, no.”


That part of my life was over. I tried to shut off the unbidden, unfocused slide show. Colorful faces from long ago, wearing strange uniforms of all shapes and sizes. Raging battles. Destroyed towns and leveled city blocks. Hundreds of innocents dead or dying.


No. No!


I hauled ass to my feet and pushed through the towel, managing to rip it the rest of the way down, and stalked to the opposite side of the apartment. As far from the mirror as I could get. I needed a drink. Badly. With no liquor on hand, I settled on bottled water from the refrigerator. I gave the outdated milk quart a suspicious glare.


Cool air from the interior of the fridge caressed my face. I shivered. It had been cold and raining, the devastated skyline black with smoke. Air thick with the stench of death. My father had led the final Ranger assault—a mixed unit of active and retired Rangers. Eighteen inexperienced children tried to fight. Six died. I thought I would die, too.


The overwhelming terror of that day still held my heart in its icy vise—terror I’d revisited in violent nightmares for years. Huddling with the other Ranger children, listening as the Banes blazed a path across Central Park. I remembered a handsome boy with silver eyes trying so hard to be brave for us as we prepared to make our final stand. They prepared—I’d cowered, too afraid to fight.


The last of the Banes had found our hiding place. And then the pain had started, radiating from within and spreading outward, burning through my body like fire and destroying the thing inside that made me special. Made me a Meta. All at once, for no real reason, Rangers and Banes alike were left without power—confused and exhausted and unable to remember why we were there in the first place.


The bottle of water slid from my boneless fingers. It hit the floor, bounced, and rolled toward the front door. I slammed the fridge shut and backpedaled, not stopping until my hip slammed against the counter. Distant bass from somewhere else in the building thrummed through the floor.


Had whatever mysterious force that stole our powers reversed itself? Confusion and incredulity momentarily blurred my vision and set my head spinning. Standing alone in my cold apartment, I desperately wanted to be wrong. I wanted to return to my dull, purposeless existence. I didn’t want my powers back, didn’t want the fear and uncertainty and responsibility of the Ranger legacy.


We didn’t know why our powers left and had no chance to ask. We were just children—separated, split up, and shipped out to different corners of the country. Schools enrolled me under my first foster family’s name, Kimble. A name I’d kept, only Teresa Kimble wasn’t really me.


My father’s surname was West. I was Teresa West—someone who’d ceased to exist fifteen years ago.


I balled my trembling hands into fists and waited for my brain to catch up and tell me I was wrong. It was an illusion, all of it—Metas didn’t exist anymore. Two years of working three jobs, eating crap food and barely sleeping had finally culminated in an hysterical breakdown. Or I really had burst my appendix at work, and I was in the ICU, slowly dying from complications. I just had to play along with the delusion until death claimed me.


No problem.


Unless this really was happening, in which case I needed to accept it and move on, before I collapsed into a puddle of hysteria.


Move on to what, though? Tomorrow’s House of Chicken shift? Forget it. My eyes were lavender, and I couldn’t afford contacts. My fingers looked filthy. The boss would take one look and fire me on the spot. Two firings in twenty-four hours would completely suck.


I gazed at my hands. This was my future now, as it always should have been, and as right as it felt it was also very wrong. I swallowed, stomach quaking, mouth dry. Nothing about my life as a Ranger trainee reconciled with the appearance of my hands and eyes.


I could accept that I was once again a Meta (maybe). I could accept that my brain was more than a little trauma-warped (definitely). I could even accept that everything I remembered about my life before the age of ten wasn’t all childish cowardice and failure (with more therapy). I just couldn’t accept the extra purple or the floating orbs.


Of all the things I had ignored or forgotten, I knew this for certain: they weren’t my original powers. My Trance ability had been a kind of telepathy—the power to plant suggestions and influence the minds of others. While not exactly the same, these new powers were oddly similar to Granny Dell’s.


Had all the powers been released from the ether and played musical chairs with their former owners? Like me, were the other eleven kids-now-adults waking up with someone else’s powers? What about the sixty-odd Banes imprisoned on Manhattan Island?


Dozens of tiny tremors shot up my spine.


The high walls and harbor patrols of the world’s largest man-made prison would not keep the Banes contained once they began to manifest their powers. If they began to manifest. At that moment, I had no proof anyone besides myself had powered up. I also had no proof that this wasn’t some sort of psychotic break. The result of too many sleepless nights, unsanitized bathwater, and bad nutrition.


My ICU/appendicitis theory was still on the table.


I squinted at my reflection in the dented surface of a toaster. Those eerie eyes winked and shimmered. If I had some warped version of Granny Dell’s power, who had mine? I had to find the others (if they were still alive) and make sure I wasn’t the only one turning strange colors.


Something squealed, sharp and muffled. A smoke detector in a nearby apartment, maybe. It ceased, and something new niggled at my memory. An item I’d kept ever since the War. Something I hadn’t allowed any of my foster parents to take away. The squeal repeated itself, lasting only a few seconds. Definitely not a fire alarm.


Half a minute passed. Scree!


I stumbled across the small apartment to a warped closet door. It screeched on its rusty hinges, and I yanked on the string of a bare bulb, drenching the small space in sickly light. Scree! Behind a pile of winter boots, old sneakers, and an antique wooden baseball bat, I found a dusty cardboard box. Inside the box, swaddled in an old T-shirt that had belonged to my dad, was a six-inch-square, carved jewelry box. I held it to my nose and inhaled. It still smelled like roses, even after all this time.


Scree! I almost dropped the jewelry box. The sound, so familiar now, came from inside. I lifted the lid and put it aside. Picked out the small assortment of pins and baubles I’d collected as a teenager. I pulled at the bottom of the box, and the faded satin gave way.


An old Corps Vox communicator was nestled on top of the cotton batting, shiny black and unmarred by age or war. My hand jerked. I struggled to breathe as I picked up the Vox, smaller than the palm of my hand, smooth and warm. My thumb brushed across the silver R and overlapping C engraved on the plating, and beneath it, the name Hinder.


Hinder. Dad’s alias in the Corps.


I closed my eyes and held the Vox close. I could see his face, rugged and tired. Wide brow, thick hair, and an ever-present grin, always trying to keep us in good spirits. He told terrible jokes, and we laughed at their sheer awfulness. We read the comic strips every Sunday morning. He made pancakes shaped like the letter T. His laugh sounded like music, reverberating in my chest long after he stopped.


Grief squeezed my heart; an ache settled deep in my gut; tears stung my eyes. How could it hurt so badly to remember a man who died more than half a lifetime ago? Mom died when I was five. She was only a shadow in my mind, unformed and barely visible. But Dad … I’d tried so hard to box him up and push him away, so that the grief of losing him didn’t kill me.


It hadn’t worked too well.


I flipped open the Vox and studied the colorful buttons. Open channel. Private channel. Alert. Vibrate. It fit in my hand perfectly, fingertips lined up with small grip indents along the sides. I pressed the red “alert” button, praying it still worked and that someone received the signal.


“Identify,” a computerized voice squawked out of the Vox.


Since it was Dad’s Vox, I said, “Hinder.”


“Invalid identification. Identify.”


I grunted. We each had code names, given the day we officially became Ranger Corps trainees. My father chose mine—a name that matched my old powers.


“Trance,” I said.


“Identification accepted. Message sent.”


“Thanks.”


I put the Vox down on an overturned crate serving as my coffee table. It stayed in plain sight as I yanked a gray sweater off its wire hanger. Corps Headquarters still existed in Los Angeles—a crumbling monument to an era of failed heroics. Someone there would know what to do next.


Was that what I wanted? To walk out of my life and its never-ending cycle of dead-end jobs, which were relatively safe? To return to a life that had almost killed me once but had also, even as a child, made me feel necessary, like I was doing more than just floating through my life?


I was no hero, but I was sick of being a waitress—of simply existing, rather than living. It was time to get dressed and figure out how to get almost a thousand miles from my little apartment in Portland, Oregon, to Southern California as quickly as possible with no car and twenty bucks in cash. My next payday was five days away, so short of bumming train fare from a Good Samaritan or using my newly acquired powers to rob a bank, I would be hitching.


My other unique challenge: concealing my newly acquired amethyst eyes from the general public. I scrounged a blue knit cap from a box of winter clothes to hide the purple hair streaks. Odd-colored hair wasn’t altogether unusual; the eyes were harder. I finally settled on a pair of cracked sunglasses.


With my father’s Vox—mine now, I supposed—in my jeans pocket, and extra clothes, and the last of my cheap, taste-like-cardboard protein bars in the cloth knapsack slung across my shoulder, I set out, wondering if there was anything more pathetic than a broke superhero.





Three


Cipher


I don’t remember dozing, just jerking awake with a cramp in my neck and no idea where I was. The faint odors of gasoline, deep fryer grease, and stale cigarette smoke assaulted my nostrils. The tractor trailer I’d hitched on was turning into a truck stop off I-99. It was busy enough, with dozens of rigs and trucks and traveling families coming and going at regular intervals. A huge fueling plaza was connected to a convenience store and greasy spoon diner. Two hundred yards away, across a service road, was a low-rent motel. It was after 6:00 p.m., dark again, and the place was jumping with activity.


“We’re in Bakersfield,” Cliff said.


I jerked my head toward him, self-consciously brushing a hand over my chin for a quick drool check. Sleeping upright in cars meant my mouth falling open, but I found no evidence of my slumber and sat up a little straighter. Some of the immediate panic died away, but not all. I’d fallen asleep—let my guard down while locked in a moving semi with a complete stranger. Stupid.


Neon lights from the diner sign glinted off Cliff’s bald head. His plaid flannel shirt was untucked, covering his lap and substantial gut. He navigated his rig through the lot behind the diner. It looked like a boneyard for trucks—I had never seen so many in one place. He found a space and turned off the ignition. His hands clenched the steering wheel. I held tight to my knapsack, which hadn’t left my side since we began our trip in the early-dawn hours. The rig’s engine hissed as it cooled.


The way he shifted in his seat made the skin on my forearms crawl. Maybe accepting the hitch had been a bad idea. I dreaded what Cliff might demand as compensation for this trip. We’d barely spoken when he picked me up. Enough words to communicate that our destinations coincided and he was willing to take on a passenger.


And that he didn’t want my money.


My bladder throbbed. “How long was I asleep?”


“About four hours. You up for a stretch and some dinner?”


“Definitely a stretch, but I really should be getting on my way.” And as far away from his leering eyes as possible. “I wish you’d take my money.”


“Nah, thanks, though. Didn’t chafe my ass any, since we’re going the same way. Where’re you headed to from here?”


“South. We’re only about two hours from L.A. I’ll get there somehow. Thanks for the lift.”


Meaty fists tightened around the wheel, and he still didn’t look at me. I eyed him, clenching my own hands, half expecting some sort of attack; a snarled demand for physical reparations. Instead, he climbed out. He walked around to my side, opened the door, and then offered me his hand.


I smiled warmly, feeling a bit like an ass, and accepted his offer. I bounced to the ground and slung my knapsack over my shoulder.


“Sure I can’t buy you dinner?” he asked.


One more hash mark on the scorecard of things I would owe. No, thanks. “Thank you, again, for the ride, Cliff. I can manage it from here. Take care.”


His left eye twitched. He nodded. “Yeah.” With that, he pivoted and strode toward the diner. Okay, waddled more than strode.


My stomach grumbled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten for hours. I eyed the convenience store. Food in there was overpriced, and I might need my cash for the rest of the trip south. The cold fist of hunger tightened around my belly. Dinner with Cliff, even if he gave me the squiggles, was sounding better and better.


Food later. Bathroom first, and then back on the road.


I chose the convenience store’s bathroom, since I needed a key to get in. I wanted the privacy, if only for a few minutes. On my way to the rear of the store, key in hand, I passed a large display rack of newspapers. Half a dozen different headlines screamed information at me. A man was placing fresh copies of the Valley Gazette on a smallish rack near the bottom.


“Fairview Hospital Fire, Two Dead, Accident or Arson?” Oddly professional headline from what looked like a low-budget gossip rag, if the “Aliens Impregnated Me” story below it was any indication.


After washing my hands, I took a moment to let my hair down. A few more purple streaks had sprouted along my part, working their way from root to tip. It might have been a nice look if my damned eyes hadn’t gone all amethyst on me. Unusually colored contact lenses had been banned decades ago, when civilians started going around pretending to be Metas, and several got themselves killed. Even after the War, the ban wasn’t lifted. No one wanted to be a Meta. Few wanted to remember we’d ever existed.


I leaned closer and inspected my hairline. The lightest purple haze had settled over the skin at the top of my forehead, like the start of a bruise.


“Now I’m really going to scare the locals.”


Roughly half of the old Rangers had been able to blend into a crowd. I’d managed to pass, even with faint lavender streaks, and to use my Trance power without being caught. Now I looked like a reject from a last-century bubblegum band.


A shadow flickered behind me, reflected in the mirror. I froze. How the hell had someone gotten in? A woman’s face watched me, out of focus. Underwater. Eyes that were there one instant, and hollow the next. A coalescing swirl of color and nothingness. Impossible.


I spun around. A single toilet and handicap railing faced me. I was very much alone. Chalking it up to lack of sleep and fried nerves, I stuffed my hair back into the cap and left.


Back outside in the cool night air, I started to relax. Hunger was making me see things in the mirror. I probably should have splurged on overpriced snack cakes, just to stave off my admission to the funny farm.


I navigated my way through the maze of the parking lot, past dozens of tractor trailers in long rows of angled spaces that stank of rubber and oil. Their drivers were either eating or sleeping. Furniture deliveries, grocery trucks, and unmarked trailers of all sorts, with license plates from across the country.


Something shuffled behind me; I froze. I glanced over my shoulder—only shadows cast by the trucks and moonlight. Their presence was oppressive, ominous. The rumble of traffic seemed far away, the din of the fuel plaza even farther. I doubled back, determined to get out of the truck maze and into the open.


As I passed a silver cab, something spun me around. The cloth knapsack fell off my shoulder, hit my ankle, and tripped me. I hit the grill with my left shoulder, cracked the back of my head, and saw stars. The sunglasses clattered to the ground. A meaty hand closed around my throat and squeezed, while a second grabbed my right wrist, twisted it, and pinned it against the cab by my head.


Idiot!


Panic hit me in the face like ice water. I raised my knee, hoping to find a soft target, and hit nothing. Hot air wafted over my face, reeking of stale smoke.


“Guess I wanted my twenty bucks’ worth after all,” Cliff said, coating my sense of smell with his noxious breath.


My stomach quailed. I tried to scream. His hand constricted my throat, and he pushed his gut against my stomach. He had at least six inches on me, plus seventy pounds of flab in all the wrong places. I put my left hand on his shoulder and tried to push—like shoving against a granite pillar. I needed a weapon, something to get him off before he contaminated me with his stink. And worse.


A car rumbled past on the opposite side of the lot, its headlights briefly illuminating our row, giving me a glimpse of my fingertips. Their purplish tinge. The power orbs. I didn’t need a weapon. Hell, I was a weapon—untested, but had there ever been a better time?


I grinned, channeling my fear into my hands. The skin warmed.


“What’s so funny?” Cliff asked, squeezing my throat just a little harder.


My new eyes met his soggy gaze. He blinked. His brow furrowed. Ignoring my seizing lungs, I raised my left hand and snapped my fingers. Instantly a lavender orb of energy appeared and hovered above my palm. He gaped at it, the pale light casting a bizarre pallor on his jowls. His grip loosened, and I sucked in air.


“Let me go,” I said, “and I won’t shove this orb up your ample ass.” I found hitherto undiscovered confidence in the oxygen and my newfound powers. Okay, maybe they weren’t actually my powers, but they were proving seriously useful.


“What the hell are you?” he asked, tightening his grip again. The lack of constant air was making me light-headed, and I struggled to keep the orb bright enough to scare him.


“I’m annoyed.” He wanted to do this the hard way, fine. “And you’re in pain.”


His eyes widened. I slammed the orb into his left shoulder with a solid crack. His entire left side snapped backward as he bellowed—surprise or pain, I didn’t care which—and his hold loosened. I shoved. He hit the filthy pavement with a splat and rolled onto his left side, groaning.


Inhaling greedily, I touched my sore throat, disgusted by the slick substance I found. I wiped my hand on my jeans, then snapped my fingers. A second orb flared to life, roughly the size of a chicken’s egg. Paler and translucent, this one wouldn’t hurt as much; the larger the orb, it seemed, the less solid its form.


Probably. Granny Dell’s orbs had been nothing quite so controlled—one of the reasons, according to Dad, that she’d retired so young. Further testing of my orbs was required, and the perfect subject was squirming at my feet.


I pushed Cliff’s shoulder with the toe of my sneaker, and he rolled onto his back. He stared up at me with glassy eyes. His shirt wasn’t torn and the area of impact wasn’t bleeding, but I bet he’d have one hell of a bruise. I loomed over him with the orb and poised my hand dramatically over his crotch.


“Something tells me I’m not the first girl you’ve demanded your twenty bucks’ worth from,” I said, indignation boiling over.


My entire life I’d felt helpless to stop the violence around me. Compared to the more powerful Rangers and trainees, Trancing someone seemed weak and stupid. My cowardice in Central Park had haunted me through my adolescence and four different foster homes while I ignored the school bullies I should have stood up to and absorbed the taunts of my foster siblings, who knew I was different but weren’t sure why.


I came to understand that I couldn’t count on anyone but myself, so I kept my head down and lived my life, the rest of the world be damned. I tried to block out the violence running rampant in the decaying cities and in the hearts of people I passed in the street every day. For years I’d felt weak and naked and unreliable, and now I stood with the power to take some of that control back. To make my life mean something.


Very cool.


And really friggin’ scary.


“Please,” he muttered.


“Please what?” I asked. “Please don’t burn my balls off? Would ‘please’ have stopped you from raping me?”


He didn’t respond, which was answer enough. I bent at the waist. Several strands of my hair fell loose from the disheveled cap and curled purple around my face. In the pale parking lot lights, I must have looked terrifying, because he started to whimper like a puppy whose tail I’d just ground into the pavement.


“How about we make a deal?” I said. “You get to keep your dick, and in exchange, you tell your friends about this. Let them think about me the next time they pick up a hitchhiker with the expectations of getting a blow job in exchange for miles.”


He nodded, still whimpering, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “Who are you?”


“Trance?”


The new voice broke my concentration. The orb disappeared. I snapped my head toward the sound, intent on giving the arrival a taste of my annoyance. The barb died on my lips, as did all thoughts of the man at my feet. I gazed at a pair of black and silver eyes that shimmered and danced, swimming in brilliance, like a starry night sky.


A man about my age stood on the sidewalk, his lean, athletic body dressed snugly in black jeans, a black sweater, and a leather bomber jacket. He had a firm jawline, tousled brown-blond hair, and dark eyebrows that creased in a sharp V as he stared at me as if a third arm were growing out of my forehead. His face had changed, narrowed and aged, but those beautiful eyes were unmistakable. Eyes I hadn’t seen in a lifetime.


“Gage?” I asked.


“Call me Cipher. Remember?”


I did remember. Vividly. Then fifteen years old, Gage “Cipher” McAllister had been the senior trainee. The last time I’d seen him had been at a hospital in Princeton, New Jersey, two days after we lost our powers. The day MHC (Meta-Human Control) separated us kids and divvied us up to foster homes ill-equipped to handle us. We’d passed each other in the corridor. His dark brown eyes had looked so empty, the silver barely there. Haunted. Dead.


He stood in front of me again, those engaging flecks sharp and bright; the last person I’d seen then, and the first I was seeing now. I was surprised as hell by his random appearance at a highway truck stop. At the same time, I felt an odd sense of rightness in having him there.


“What are you doing here?” I asked.


“Interrupting something, apparently. Everything under control?”


I spared an eyebrow quirk for Cliff, who winced and closed his eyes. “Yep.” I gave Cliff a sharp nudge. “Hey, buddy, remember what we talked about?”


He nodded. Each bobble shrank and expanded the doughy flesh beneath his first chin.


“Good.” I stepped back and waved a hand at the open parking lot to my left. “Now get the hell out of here.”


Cliff wasted no time scrambling to his knees and then his feet. Something greenish-brown stained the back of his shirt and trousers, and I didn’t want to imagine what nasty things had pooled together to create that special color. He lumbered down the row of trailers, stumbling a few times in his haste, hurling curses each time he stepped on his own foot. His ample backside made quite a nice target. I rubbed my thumb and forefinger together, creating lavender sparks, and debated a parting shot.


Gage’s hand gripped my forearm, warm and firm and unmistakably telling me not even to think about it. The sparks diminished. I yanked out of his grip and took a step back, scowling.


“How are you, Teresa?” he asked.


“I’ve had better days.”


“You look different.”


I quirked an eyebrow. “Different good or different bad?”


“Just different.” He reached out and flicked at a lock of purple hair. “I remember this—not the eyes or those powers. That wasn’t you.”


“No, it wasn’t.”


My fingers trembled as the adrenaline surge from Cliff’s attack began to wear off. Thank God for my new powers. Having Gage there made me feel strangely safe when I should have been more cautious; I didn’t know this adult. I yanked off the cap and let the rest of my hair tumble down around my shoulders. “So can I assume your powers are back, too?”


“They came back last night.” A flash of pain passed across his face, leaving its shadow behind. Deeper shadows lurked beneath his eyes, hinting at hidden agony he couldn’t quite put into words. “Not an experience I want to repeat. Ever.”


“I hear that. And I think whatever reactivated us had a few flaws. I seem to have gotten my grandmother’s powers back this morning, or some screwed-up version of them.” I snapped and an orb flared to life. I tossed it at an empty glass bottle; it exploded in a shower of shards.


“Wow,” Gage said.


“I’m still getting the hang of it.”


He glanced around at the shifting shadows and rows of quiet semis. “We should get out of here.”


“Definitely.” I slung the knapsack over my shoulder with the grease spot facing outward and followed him through the parking lot. “How did you find me, anyway?”


He sucked his lower lip into his mouth, a very boyish gesture that betrayed his discomfort. He fished into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a Vox. “I picked up your signal briefly outside of Salem. I found it again ten minutes ago when, I’m assuming, you arrived here at the truck stop.”


I nodded, affirming his assumption. There were only so many direct routes from Oregon to L.A., so running into each other wasn’t entirely implausible. “My dad’s Vox was with my stuff. I’m glad it still works.”


“Me too.” His mouth twitched into a pained frown. “Controlling my powers again is a bitch. It’s hard trying to filter everything like I used to. Putting all of the information in its own place.”


“I bet.” Relearning control of his hypersenses had to be a pain (no pun intended). My stomach grumbled, reminding me again of its empty state. The adrenaline was gone and a gentle ache had begun at the base of my skull. “You know, I wish you’d found me before we left Salem. I think the trip would have been a lot more pleasant.”


Gage’s eyebrows knotted and his eyes narrowed. “Did he hurt you?”


“No, just unnerved me a bit.”


He didn’t seem convinced. “Are you hungry?”


“Famished,” I said before I could stop myself. The last thing I needed was to explain why the diner was out of my price range. “Where’s your car?”


“In front of the motel.”


“Staying the night?”


“I planned to, yes, and then get a fresh start in the morning.”


Not a terrible idea. I felt disgusting and was desperate for a hot shower. “I don’t suppose they have any more rooms available?” I asked, even though I couldn’t afford one. No sense in saying so and advertising my poverty to Gage. For all I knew he was a successful investor.


“The desk clerk said I got the last one, but there’s plenty of space to share,” he replied.


Share? Spend the night locked in a room with a strange man. The idea raised my hackles, but knowing it was Gage—a former Ranger who understood what I was going through, to an extent—kept me from falling into full-on panic. And it beat sleeping in an alley or under a car.


I flashed him a smile, using it to hide my apprehension. “Should we flip a coin to see who gets the floor?”


He shook his head. “I’ll take the floor.”


“It’s your room, Gage, I was kidding.” I rolled my eyes at his mile-wide gentlemanly streak. “It’s not like I think you’ll attack me in my sleep, and as long as you’re not a warrants officer, we’ll get along fine.”


Gage stared, and I could have bitten off my own tongue. What was wrong with me? I don’t let things like that just slip out.


“Warrants officer?” he repeated. “Were you in jail?”


I tried to shrug it off. Four years ago, an accessory to burglary charge had landed me in the Coffee Creek Correctional Facility, where I spent the worst twelve months of my life. Which had, naturally, led to lack of good employment opportunities and the current state of my craptastic life. Not that I was doing so hot before I agreed to drive the van for a guy I thought I loved in exchange for 20 percent of the fenced merchandise. The money was supposed to buy us tickets to Arizona and a fresh start.


Now I couldn’t technically leave the state of Oregon for two more years. Not that it had stopped me last night. “Let’s just say I had a rebellious, misspent youth and not dive into details.”


“Fair enough. You know, we got our powers back, so there’s a chance the Banes did, too. I think the state of Oregon can forgive your debt if we’re being called back into service.”


Called into service. Put like that, it sounded almost noble. Would the American public, still recovering from the previous decade’s atrocities and the loss of their largest cities, readily embrace a new generation of Rangers? Or would they sooner burn us all at the stake?


“You know, you’re really starting to look the part,” he said as he led the way toward the motel. “The purple becomes you.”


“I’m glad.” I tossed a lock of hair over my shoulder, relaxing under the spell of the friendly banter. “I’d hate to be stuck with a color that looked awful. Can you see me with green hair? Or orange, even? I’d look like a carrot.”


“But a cute carrot.”


I grinned. At the tender age of ten, such a simple compliment from Gage would have sent my girlish pulse racing. I noticed our direction and asked, “Hey, aren’t we eating?”


“The motel room has take-out menus. It might be better to eat in until we know for sure what’s going on. Room’s the third one over,” Gage said, pointing.


I followed his lead, a few paces behind. The door next to ours opened abruptly and a man in torn jeans and a stained flannel shirt stepped out, right into my path. I backpedaled and started to fall. The stranger caught me by the arm. Before my instinct to groin-kick him took over, a greasy blonde stepped out next to him. Her hair was unkempt, her clothes frayed, and she had a big black duffel bag slung over one shoulder.


“Sorry about that,” the man said. “Didn’t see you comin’.”


“S’okay,” I said and ducked my head, hoping to hide my face and eyes behind a curtain of hair. Should have been faster about that.


The man glanced over his shoulder and nodded at Gage, who offered only a steely, suspicious gaze. His attention jumped to me. I winked at Gage, my head still angled away from the pair, and he relaxed just a fraction.


“Cool contacts,” the woman said. “Very risqué.”


Definitely not fast enough. “Thanks.” I ducked around the man and followed Gage into his room.


He locked the door and slid the bolt. “You okay?”


“I’m fine, bare minimum rating on the scare-o-meter.” The question surprised me. It was nice having someone around who cared, even if the question was probably more knee-jerk politeness than genuine concern.


I turned the motel room’s heat up to a balmy 75 degrees and dropped my small knapsack on a cheaply upholstered chair, which matched the striped bedspread. Two abstract prints hung opposite each other on plain ivory walls. Ugly, but the quality was a step up from my personal squalor.


Gage’s expensive-looking suitcase sat in the middle of the king-size bed, leering at me. I eyed it, not bothering to hide my jealousy. He probably had three sets of clothes, all neatly folded, a leather shaving kit, and clean underwear.


Damn.


“What?” Gage asked.


I snapped my mouth shut, unaware I’d made a noise. Or maybe he heard the spike in my heart rate. Gage’s powers had fascinated me as a child. Instead of supersight or superhearing, all five of Gage’s senses were enhanced to an extraordinary degree. He could increase and decrease the amount of information they collected and received. Eyesight and hearing had been the strongest, with smell in the middle, and taste and touch trailing behind. That could all be different now, but I imagined I was close enough for him to hear my heartbeat if he tried.


“Just admiring your suitcase,” I replied.


“There’s a shopping center a few miles away—”


“No.” He had just flipped a bad switch. Buying me dinner was one thing. I would not be beholden to him for little luxuries that I could do without. I’d managed on my own since I was sixteen; I didn’t need to be taken care of by Gage.


“If you need something, we can get it, Teresa, and if it’s about the money—”


“It is about the money, Gage.” I spun on my heel, hair flying, and planted both hands on my hips. “I don’t do charity. I took a handout from Cliff and look what it almost got me.”


He closed the space between us in three long strides. Muscles in my arms and back coiled as I braced for attack, and I found myself eye level with his neck. I swallowed. Gage wasn’t Cliff. He was on my side.


“Look at me,” he said, his voice soft and gentle. Warm breath tickled the top of my head.


I looked down instead, but his hand cupped my chin; and I allowed him to tilt my head up. His flecked eyes bore down on me, mesmerizing and kind. A gentle look—one I’d not received from a man in too many years. It made my stomach flip in a pleasant way.


“I’m sorry if I insulted you.” His breath smelled like apples. “That wasn’t my intention. The world rocked sideways last night, and I’m still getting back on my feet.”


“I’m grateful you want to help, Gage, but trusting people always comes with a price.” I’d learned that lesson the hard way—multiple times.


“Not always, Teresa. I’m not going to buy you dinner and then demand sex.” He sucked in his lower lip, adopting that scrunched, thoughtful look I’d seen twice in the last fifteen minutes. For a guy with learned control over his five enhanced senses, his face was pretty easy to read. “We may have been kids together a lifetime ago, but in so many ways we just met. I’m not expecting you to hand me your trust immediately, just hoping you’ll give me a chance to earn it.”


He was right. I didn’t know the adult standing in front of me, or what he was capable of doing (or lying about). History showed that my judgment sucked when it came to trusting men—especially when my last boyfriend abused that trust so badly. I knew better.


Yet for some reason, on an instinctual level built upon Meta kinship and the girlish crush of the child I’d once been, I knew I could trust him. Eventually.


Enough to let him buy me dinner.


We phoned in a pizza and made polite conversation until it arrived. I attempted to pick his brain one question at a time over pepperoni and extra cheese, but hit wall after metaphorical wall when my questions delved deeper than surface stuff. I found out he’d been sent to St. Louis after the War, worked as a finishing carpenter in his early twenties, and then moved to Oregon. He’d lived twenty miles away from me for the last three years.


He wouldn’t talk about what brought him to Oregon or engage in reverse questioning. I didn’t enjoy talking about my meager existence in the service industry or the hell I’d made of my life, but I would have liked some personal interest on his part.


“Foster homes and therapy seem to be the norm for us,” I said, once again leading the topic. “I wonder if the others had the same problems adjusting to life-after-theft.”


“After what?”


“After our powers were stolen and our lives as we knew them shattered to bits. You know, I had the same damned nightmares for three years?” My stomach twisted at the recollection, the pizza no longer sitting well.


Gage’s left hand curled around the edge of the table. “Nightmares about that last day in the park?”


A tremor wracked my spine. I have never felt terror again in my life like the terror I experienced that day. Encompassing, mortifying, and ugly, it was fear of certain death in the most gruesome manner imaginable.


“Yes,” I said when I found my voice. “A variation of it, anyway. Sometimes I’d dream about my dad leading the Banes toward us kids, shouting orders to capture first and kill later. It would be him coming up the steps first.” Things got fuzzy after that charge, because that’s when the gut-twisting, brain-numbing power loss began.


Gage’s right hand reached across the plastic table and squeezed my left. I tucked my fingers around his and held tight, focusing on his warmth. The nightmare had not returned in more than a decade, but the emotions behind it still ran deep and threatened to return in a wave of hot tears. Too bad memories didn’t come with an emotional mute button.


“Hinder was a good man,” Gage said. “I remember how bravely he fought, even before the War, and how proudly he led his Corps Unit.”


I rubbed my free hand across my forehead, as if the motion could erase the dream’s images from my conscious mind. “One of my shrinks used to say that the dream was my subconscious mind’s way of dealing with my own survivor’s guilt.”


“Sounds reasonable.”


“Yeah, well, another shrink said I had abandonment issues, so I don’t trust their analyses very much.” Even if the abandonment issue seemed pretty spot-on at times—but I wasn’t keen to delve into that particular neurosis tonight. “Do you remember your parents?” As soon as I asked it, I remembered the answer. Stupid.


He released my hand. “No, we were orphans when the Corps adopted us. My mentor, Delphi, raised me and Jasper.”


Jasper McAllister had possessed superspeed and enhanced reflexes, and had joined an active Corps Unit eighteen months into the War. The entire unit was killed a month later, trying to prevent a Chicago apartment complex from collapsing. He was sixteen.


Gage had been barely thirteen when his big brother, Jasper, died, and from the brackets of sorrow around his eyes, the pain was just as fresh now as it had been then. Picking at a pepperoni, he said, “It was the loneliest way for a kid to grow up.”


I held back a question and gave him a chance to continue the thought without prompting. I was afraid of shutting him up if I pushed.


“Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad if Jasper had lived,” he continued. “I could have had someone to talk to, someone who understood what it was like to hear people trash-talk the Rangers, curse Metas in general, and blame us for all the problems of the world. Like those problems hadn’t existed long before we did.”


I understood, probably better than he realized. I’d spent years pretending to hate Metas as much as my classmates, laughing at their cruel jokes, and convincing myself I’d never been different. Never been the daughter of Rangers, never been trained to save lives, never raised for a greater purpose.


“I used to wish I could just forget it all completely and start fresh. Put all that pain behind me and never look back.” Gage sighed heavily. “Wishes and horses and all that.”


I didn’t get the reference. I did understand the sentiment. We’d never be free from our pasts, whether personal or Corps-related. There was no way to gauge how the world would react to our empowerment. No way to know if we’d be welcomed or despised, or both.


And I truly didn’t know which I’d prefer.





Four


Specter


The digital clock-radio ticked off another minute, and the bathroom door still hadn’t opened. Thirty minutes was a long shower for a guy—even though I’d taken nearly an hour. Hotels charged extra for water consumption that exceeded the regulated clean water limit, same as apartments and rentals. Between the two of us, we had racked up a pretty hefty fee. I was planning to pay him back for part of the motel (how exactly I’d get the money was still open to debate), so what was another fifty bucks in exchange for a shower that actually ran hot for longer than five minutes?


I unscrewed the cap on a bottle of water, swallowed a couple mouthfuls, and put the open bottle down on the small side table. Having Gage on the other side of that door, in some state of un- or half-dress, left me on edge. I’d believed him earlier, when he said he’d never demand sex in return for his kindness—old apprehensions just die hard, I suppose.


Out of boredom and a need to redirect my thoughts, I snapped my fingers and a small sphere popped into existence. It hovered, perfectly aligned with the tip of my index finger, waiting to go where I sent it. Trouble was, any likely target in the room would just get billed to Gage.


The sphere fizzled out and disappeared.


Practice makes perfect, Teresa. A woman’s voice, sweet and lilting, danced through my mind. Practice makes perfect.


“Mom,” I whispered. I could recall the silliest details about my father—the mole on his left cheek; the way he wheezed when he laughed too hard; he couldn’t roll his tongue or whistle. So little remained of my mom.


Right before the official start of the War, when I was just five, she was shot by a panicked citizen as she tried to stop a bank robbery in progress—a citizen who probably thought she was a bad guy because she had green skin. It wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last time the Rangers were turned on by the people we’d sworn to protect.


My gaze flickered to the bathroom door, and a single butterfly fluttered through my stomach. My various foster mothers had never invested themselves in my personal life, and there were so many times in my adolescence when I’d wished for my mom, yearned for her advice and a comforting hand to wipe away the tears. Someone to warn me about the danger of attaching myself to any adult male who showed me kindness, because I missed my father so badly—missed that connection and closeness. Someone to soothe me when I was sixteen and lost my virginity to a thirty-year-old man who told me he loved me and then never spoke to me again. Someone to explain why I trusted Gage so easily when every survival instinct told me not to.


The water finally shut off. A few minutes later, Gage emerged in a cloud of steam, clad only in a pair of blue boxers, scrubbing a rumpled towel over his hair and neck. My attention dropped to his toned abs, their perfection marred by a thin scar the width of a pencil and the length of my hand. A second, similar scar peeked from around his back on the left side, just under his ribs. He retrieved a T-shirt from his suitcase and slipped it on.


“Squeaky clean?” I asked, looking away.


“Hope so.” He padded around to the side of the bed nearest the wall, since I’d made myself at home by the door. “Anything good on television?”


“There hasn’t been anything good in ten years.”


He chuckled and sat down, his weight sinking the mattress. I sat up a little straighter, stomach knotting. I closed my eyes, annoyed at myself for being so paranoid. He didn’t seem to notice.


“This is kind of funny, isn’t it?”


I gave him a curious look. “You want to narrow that down?”


“We’ve been back in each other’s lives for three hours, and we’re already in bed together.” His teasing smile coaxed a grin of my own, and I couldn’t help wondering if he’d known about my childhood crush.


I nearly fell out of bed at a sudden, thunderous pounding of fists against the motel door and a female shriek for help. I lurched to my feet and stumbled toward the door to the beat of the erratic knocking, adrenaline warming my hands and urging me to use my newfound power to help this terrified person. I peered through the peephole and saw the blond woman from next door, her hair askew and matted red. Blood streamed down the side of her face. “Oh, God.” I wrapped my hand around the knob and twisted.


“Trance, don’t!” Gage said.


I turned my head to ask why not, as the center of the door exploded. The blast tossed me to the floor, peppering my neck and hair with shards of wood and glass. I rolled to the side, instinct propelling me out of the line of fire, and I came up in a crouch next to the table.


The rest of the door blasted in with the second shotgun report. I screamed, startled by the sheer volume of sound it created, and brought both hands up to my sides, creating twin orbs, each the size of a grapefruit. A quick glance to my right found Gage on his feet by the corner of the bed.


The blonde entered, her eyes radiating a garish, sickly shade of yellow. She eyed me, then Gage as she reloaded the shotgun. The odor of burned wood filled the room. Fresh blood continued to run down the side of her face, and with chilling certainty, I understood. I had seen this before. In training videos. That day in Central Park. In my nightmares.


The possessed woman snapped the barrel back into place.


“Gage, duck!” I shouted.


He dove behind the bed just as she fired. The shot struck the wall, blasting through the thin plaster to create a hole two feet wide.


I threw the twin orbs at the woman. She moved faster than she should have been able to. One missed and blasted a hole through the wall, straight into her adjoining room. The second clipped her shoulder and spun her around. The gun belched an erratic shot that took out the room’s front window in a shower of glass and wood.


“Trance?” Gage said.


“I’m fine, stay down!”


I called up two more orbs, smaller this time, and released them both straight at the convulsing woman’s midsection. She screamed and the yellow light faded from her eyes. Her body jerked once, twice, and then lay still. I stood on shaky feet, ignoring the screaming cuts on my face and arms.


“Tell me that wasn’t who I thought it was,” Gage said.


I wished I could. “Specter.” Even saying the name chilled me, like calling on the Bogeyman.


Gage made a choking sound. “But how?”


“I don’t know.”


I nudged the dead woman’s hand with my bare toes. The third finger had two rings on it, one a very large (and probably fake) diamond. My first thought was to wonder how much a pawnbroker would give me for that ring. My second—and much more pressing—concern was about the man who had probably given the rings to her.


“Where’s the other guy?” I asked.


A looming shadow filled the door, still dressed in the same jeans and flannel. I looked up, right into a pair of yellow eyes and a sawed-off shotgun. No time to duck, nowhere to go.


“Say hi to your father for me,” he sneered, his voice a queer blend of the man’s and someone else’s. Monstrous and terrifying.


Enraged, I clapped my hands together with no real idea what would happen, and he fired immediately after. The buckshot struck a haze of violet energy and ricocheted, like a thousand Ping-Pong balls. Blood and gore splattered the open doorway and walls.


I had little time to be nauseated by the sight. The kinetic energy of the shotgun blast reacted to the force field I’d instinctively created. The feedback struck me like a speeding truck and tossed me backward onto my ass. The gunman wailed and gurgled in someone else’s voice. The voice of a man not quite human, full of anger and pain and frustration, filled my ears. I lay on my back, too stunned to care if he was dead. My nerves burned. I couldn’t feel my feet.


Gage’s face loomed over mine. “Trance? Jesus, are you all right?”


My head throbbed. My tongue felt thick and dried out. I swallowed and tasted blood. I’d bitten into my lower lip. Every single joint in my arms and legs ached.


“Him?” I hissed through the pain settling into my bones.


“He’s dead. If Specter was possessing them, he’s gone now. We need to get out of here.”


“Hurts.”


“I know. Damn it, the entire motel must have heard us. I’m going to sit you up, and then get our stuff together, okay?”


I nodded. Stopped smiling when my lip twinged. He looped an arm around my shoulders and hauled me up into a sitting position. The room spun in loopy circles; I tilted sideways. Gage caught me and helped me lean back against the foot of the bed.


“It’s already starting,” I said.


“What is?”


I caught his gaze and held it, feeling a little drunk. And not the good kind of drunk. “Banes trying to kill us. They have their powers, too. Why isn’t he in jail?”


Something flickered across his face, an expression mixed with equal parts fear and fury. He cupped my face in his hands and leaned close. “Just hold on, Teresa.”


“’Kay.” The power feedback I’d experienced had fried my nerves and worn me out. I tried to stay awake while Gage darted around the room, tossing our things into his suitcase. I stared at the print on the wall. The pastel paints began to melt and run, turning the watercolor landscape into puddles and swirls.


Gage was speaking. He needed to stop mumbling. My head felt swaddled in cotton. Everything was out of focus. Strong arms wrapped around my shoulders and looped beneath my knees. I rose up into the air. Floated. So over this pain thing. Had to stay awake. Concussed people couldn’t sleep. Power-fried people really couldn’t sleep.


“Stay with me, Teresa, I’ve got you,” he whispered as we continued to float along. Far from the odors of smoke and blood and motel deodorizer.





Five


William Hill


Disinfectant—the worst possible smell to wake up to—greeted me when the fog finally lifted. It took some effort to peel my eyelids apart. They felt weighted down, glued together. I licked my dry lips and tasted something sticky over the cut. A stark, white ceiling loomed above me, and the gentle bleep of a monitor kept me company. Had Gage taken me to a hospital?


I tilted my head and something on my neck pulled. My fingers explored upward and found a taped bandage. A monitor was attached to a cord, which led to a plastic tube clamped down on my index finger.


Except for a dark green door and matching plastic chair, the room was empty. No windows, no other furniture. Probably more dials and gizmos above my head. I had no energy to twist around and look. My stomach growled, reminding me that I was alone and didn’t know how much time had passed.


I needed to get someone’s attention.


I felt around for some sort of call button or remote control and came up dry. Fine, I’d do it the hard way. With a snap of my fingers and flick of my wrist, a walnut-size lavender orb zinged across the room and cracked against the center of the green door. Just like a loud knock. I was getting the hang of this. Less than ten seconds passed before the door opened. I tensed, no idea who to expect.


Gage entered first, dressed in black slacks and a green shirt. He faltered just inside, his face brightening into a relieved grin. Dark smudges colored the skin beneath his eyes, betraying lack of rest. Bits of silver had sparked in his hair—something new since this morning. Or yesterday, whenever. Just seeing him there eased some of my tension.


A second man entered behind Gage, wearing a form-fitting gray jumpsuit that contrasted sharply with his ebony skin. Thick muscles rippled beneath the suit. Even his jaw looked strong, able to crack nuts with the slightest pressure. As strong as the rest of him. His name fell easily from my lips. “William,” I said.


“Hey, princess,” William Hill replied. A shy smile stole across his face. Alias Caliber, as a kid William had been the most easily spooked strongman I’d ever met. He used to shriek when Renee slithered her superflexible feet under the bathroom door. Renee … I hadn’t thought of my childhood best friend in years. Was she still alive? On her way here, wherever here was?


William stood across from me like the stone statue of a Greek god. He had been twelve when I saw him last, nearly as tall at that young age, but leaner and less muscular. Even without his superstrength, he had been keeping in shape, and looked like he could pick me up and snap me in half without breaking a sweat.


“Where are we?” I directed the question at Gage.


It was William who answered: “Corps Headquarters in Century City. Between your state and thinking Specter was after you, Gage was out of his head when he got here yesterday.”


“Yesterday?”


“Yep. You’ve been asleep for almost thirty hours.”


Thirty hours. It was Saturday already. Crap.


“How do you feel?” Gage asked. He moved to the right side of the bed, carefully scrutinizing my face.


“I feel like I’ve been asleep for a day and a half,” I replied. “Was it the feedback from Specter?”


“We think so,” William said. “Dr. Seward is still running some tests, but it looks like you overloaded your system. The good news is you saved your own life, and Gage’s too. A shotgun blast at that range should have cut you in half.”


That conjured up a pleasant image. I barely recalled the blast. Mostly I remembered the pain. And the look on the possessed man’s face when he said to say hello to my dad. Vengeful and mocking. Odd. Specter hadn’t killed my father. I was told my father died at the hands of a man named Scar, minutes before the power loss hit.


I asked, “Who is Dr. Seward?”


“He’s on the MHC’s payroll.”


Figures. MetaHuman Control was a self-contained subdivision of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, or ATF, specializing in (according to them) monitoring the most dangerous “firearms” in the world. Currently defunct, MHC had been organized more than a century ago, in the 1960s, and had bankrolled the Rangers for decades, providing us with the finances to police the Banes, information on their whereabouts, and a pretty nifty HQ. Throughout the Meta War, they stood by the Rangers. After the War and the loss of our powers, they hid us to protect us from an angry public. Or so they said.


William continued. “After what happened on Wednesday night, ATF called in some of the people who used to work for MHC. The ones not retired or transferred out of ATF, anyway, which is only a handful. They’re also working on locating the rest of the us.”


Us. The others were alive. Or suspected to be alive. So far, we had three out of the twelve of us who’d survived the massacre in Central Park. My mind swirled with the new information, trying to store the important bits away for later scrutiny. I was too hungry to concentrate right now. And I still didn’t recognize the name Seward.


“I don’t suppose this Dr. Seward has a theory on why I’ve got different powers?” I asked.


“I’m sure he has a theory,” William said. “He won’t say anything until he’s certain, and in this business—”


“It’s hard to be certain of anything.” Great, I got the dubious honor of being the group oddball. “Is anyone else here?”


“Renee Duvall and Marco Mendoza have found their way,” William said. “We’re having trouble finding the other seven.”


Okay, five out of twelve. And Renee was one of them. I couldn’t help a small smile and a pang of curiosity about my old friend. How had she managed for fifteen years? Blue skin is a lot harder to hide than purple hair.


“How about a theory on why we all reactivated in the first place? Does Dr. Seward have one?” I didn’t have one of my own, so I wanted to hear what the eggheads thought. They were paid to analyze, not me. I wasn’t being paid at all, and after missing three days of work, I was certainly fired from my two remaining jobs.


William and Gage looked at each other. I couldn’t read their expressions, just that they’d had this conversation before. “No one is sure,” William said. “Right now it’s all theory, since we don’t know why we lost our powers in the first place.”


“Lost implies that they were misplaced, or that we were somehow active in their removal, which we weren’t. They were taken, not lost.”


William nodded, but didn’t reply. An awkward silence fell over the room, interrupted only by the bleep of the pulse monitor.


“Are you hungry?” Gage asked.


“Famished. How’s the room service around here?”


“It’s decent,” William said. “I’ll go see what I can scare up for you. Just try not to get out of bed until Dr. Seward comes to see you. Okay?”


I snapped off a mock salute. He departed, pulling the door shut behind him. Gage perched on the edge of the bed near my knees. “Thank you, Teresa.”


“For what?”


“For saving my life.” The bald emotion in his voice startled me.


“Well, I couldn’t let you die,” I said, falling back on humor and pretending to pout. “I owe you money.”


He blinked, then smiled. “Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”


“You owe me money?”


“No.”


“Would you like to owe me money?”


“You’re impossible.”


I stuck my tongue out at him. He tried to be serious. The corners of his mouth twitched. I dissolved into giggles, laughing until my stomach hurt and the last wisps of fear had evaporated. Gage remained by me, his smile never quite reaching his haunted eyes.


We had survived our first battle in this strange new war, our first brush with death. I just hoped I didn’t get the giggles every time, because we would face many more before the fight was over, and I didn’t want people to think I was insane.


Dr. Angus Seward stopped by my room in the middle of a boring dinner of broiled chicken breast, rosemary pasta, and steamed snap peas, all courtesy of William. Food staples had been brought in, but the still-assembling kitchen staff hadn’t quite organized themselves. Blah or not, it was better food than I’d had in months. The carb-heavy meal filled me up quickly, and I started feeling human again. So to speak.


Gage stayed nearby and acknowledged Dr. Seward with a nod. The older man was tall and lean, and sported a shock of more-white-than-black hair and a neatly trimmed peppered beard. A white lab coat and tan slacks completed the ensemble. He looked like a dirty icicle on two legs.


“You have quite a strong constitution, Trance,” Dr. Seward said. He held a chart against his chest. “Cipher said the combined blast blackened the motel room walls.”


News to me. And the use of our code names was distracting. MHC had its own rules of conduct when engaging Rangers. Code names were used exclusively during official business (which was technically all the time). Something about keeping private and professional lives separate.


“So am I free to get out of bed yet?” I speared another bite of chicken and twirled the fork between my fingers.


“As soon as you feel able, yes. All of your blood work is within acceptable limits, and if your appetite is any indication, you are well on your way to recovering from the power spike.”


“What does acceptable limits mean?” Gage asked.


“It means she never attended a regular physician as a teenager or adult, so all of our medical records for Trance end when she was ten years old. Her powers were completely different then. Her body and metabolism have also changed in fifteen years, so, like the rest of you, we are relearning your standard functions. With Trance, we’re practically starting over. After a few more days of observation, my conclusion will be a bit more … ah, conclusive.”


A scientist that sounded like a human being; I could learn to like this guy. “So what you’re saying is that I’m free to go, while you keep trying to reach your conclusive conclusions about my condition?”


Dr. Seward tilted his head. “Precisely.”


“Fabulous. What about Specter?”


“As far as our records show, his physical body is still in Manhattan Island Prison. However, his astral powers, which he has obviously regained, allow him to move freely, unlike many of his compatriots. We’re doing what we can to protect you.”


“Which is what? All Specter needs is a weak or semiconscious mind to channel his will, right? That’s why he was able to attack us so easily at that motel. How do we keep him out of the HQ?”


“You’ve been safe here since you arrived, because experience tells us that Specter requires time to recharge after every possession. It’s been thirty-six hours since your interaction, so our window is closing fast.”


“He could attack us here at any time?” Gage asked.


Seward nodded. “Which is one of the reasons we are keeping the staff to minimum numbers. The fewer people running around HQ, the fewer chances Specter has to use someone against you.”


“He first showed up almost thirty years ago. In all that time, the MHC hasn’t developed protection?”


“Unfortunately, no. Powers of mind control and telepathy are difficult to fight, because they aren’t physically manifested. Trance’s original power worked through eye contact, so it had a physical limitation. Specter doesn’t even require proximity, much less contact. Technology still hasn’t provided us with the ability to censor someone as powerful as Specter. During the War, our only real HQ protection was Static.”


“Who?” I asked. The name didn’t ring a bell.


“Static was a telepath capable of creating psyonic shields. They prevented external telepathic interference, but only to a certain radius and only when she was consciously creating them.”


“Did Static die in New York?”


“No.” A shadow of grief stole across Seward’s face. “She had a massive stroke three days before the end.”


Fabulous. “So what if Specter takes one of us? God, what if he manages to take over me? I could kill everyone.” Fear sent shivers down my spine.


“You’re very strong, Trance. Specter always had some degree of difficulty taking over powerful Metas. Their minds are stronger, less likely to give in to a foreign invader, which is why he generally stuck to willing Banes and innocent bystanders. I can’t guarantee that Specter won’t try to possess you. I am, however, confident that he’ll fail.”


I didn’t know if I wanted to bank on Seward’s confidence, despite his sincerity. Especially if I fried myself again and ended up susceptible to takeover. “You said Specter is still in prison. Have the island guards brought him in for questioning?”


“They sent a squad onto the island to collect him, yes. We should have something from them within the hour.”


“Good.” I pushed my lunch tray to the end of the bed and tossed the blanket aside. “Call me when you know something.”


Gage walked to the other side of the bed to offer his hand. I looped my arm through his and stood up. My knees buckled as a wave of dizziness smacked me around the head. His strong arm slid around my waist and held me upright.


“Take it easy, Trance,” Dr. Seward said. “You’re relearning your body just like we are.”


“Yeah, then make a note,” I said. “I’m an impatient patient and a very grumpy sick person. And curious. Is this cafeteria open all the time?”


“Once we’re at full staff again, the cafeteria will be open twenty-four hours. Before things began to deteriorate, we had more than one hundred eighty full-time Rangers living here. Until then, though, we’ll arrange what we can.”


Deteriorate was an interesting word choice for what happened to our mentors and families. I would have chosen massacred, or even serial-killed. Deteriorate made it sound like they all aged and went feeble-minded.


“All of your things are in your room,” Gage said. “I’ll take you up, if that’s okay with Dr. Seward.”


Dr. Seward nodded and stepped to the side. Gage led me out, and I leaned against him, the dizziness finally starting to go away.





Six


Flex and Onyx


Ranger Corps Headquarters was larger than I remembered. Built on several acres of land that had once belonged to a movie studio, the HQ was actually three enormous buildings. We passed through the Medical Center, which housed dozens of labs, emergency medical services, hospital facilities that once rivaled the most advanced in the country, and a basement that stored two hundred years of Ranger history.


Between the Medical Center and the Housing Unit stood the Base. Partially enclosed, the Base was both a dream and a nightmare. The world’s strangest gymnasium—designed to accommodate Rangers with powers that spanned from simple telepathy to shapeshifting to elemental transmutation—came complete with a pool, a track, exercise equipment, a firing range, and an open court for practice of just about any kind. It once bustled with activity, full of eager faces and toned muscles. Now everything seemed empty, displaced. On hold.


And why not? The entire facility had been shut down after the War. No Rangers meant no need for an active HQ.


I leaned on Gage the entire walk to the Housing Unit, enjoying the novelty of his protectiveness, and of being physically close to someone who wasn’t trying to cop a feel. He’d saved my life by getting me here, earning my trust in a big way. He was also the best friend I had at the moment.


The main lobby looked like a shabby hotel with a bank of windows in need of washing, lush red carpet in need of vacuuming, and dark wood walls that tried to be homey and just felt fake. Not everything on the lot was in perfect order yet. The first floor hosted the cafeteria, and even though I’d just eaten, the scent of cooking food made my mouth water. There was also a social lounge, a recreational lounge, a film room, and an art studio. I recalled the oily scent of the paints I had used on a daily basis, nurturing an art talent that evaporated along with my old Trance powers. I hadn’t painted a stroke since the War ended.


The top eight stories housed everything from single-bunk dormitory style rooms to full-fledged family apartments. I had lived in one of the latter with my parents, all the way on the top floor. My room had a lovely view of the ocean, always dark blue in the distance. I never went back to clean it out afterward.


“They set us up on the second floor,” Gage said. “Those are the single rooms. The other floors haven’t been cleaned yet. There’s still a lot of work to do.”


“I can imagine,” I said.


He let me go once we stepped into the chilly wood-paneled elevator. My waist felt cold everywhere his arm had been, and I tucked my hands under my armpits. I’d have to ask someone about the heat in this place. Anyone who thinks it’s always sunny and eighty degrees in Los Angeles needs a swift kick in the head. Although the January chill was downright balmy compared to a Portland winter.


The short ride up ended with a sharp jolt. The second floor corridor reeked of disinfectant, furniture polish, and glass cleaner. The burgundy carpet looked swept and the walls freshly scrubbed. Loud music blasted from a room down the hall. Gage steered me in the opposite direction. He stopped in front of room 28 and handed me an index card.


“Your room and the lock code,” he said.


I read the numbers on the card, punched them into the pad by the knob, and pulled. The door clicked and swung open. The interior of the room was large, twice the size of our motel room, with the same freshly scrubbed odor as the hallway. The walls were painted pale yellow (or had yellowed with age, I couldn’t tell) and were blessedly free of any garish artwork.


I had a full-size bed, neatly made with clean sheets and a navy blue coverlet. A long dresser and matching mirror took up one wall, a freestanding armoire a second, and against the third stood a writing desk and chair. My knapsack rested on the dresser next to a stack of folded clothing. I stood in the middle of the room, looking for another door.


“Don’t tell me,” I said when I didn’t find it.


“The bathrooms and showers are in the middle of the hall by the elevators,” Gage said. “Communal. It was the first section they were able to clean and renovate fast enough to accommodate us. I’m across the hall in twenty-seven.”


“Teresa!”


A blue and black blur rushed past Gage, and long, thin arms looped around my shoulders and squeezed.


“Oh my word,” a breathy, female voice screeched in my ear. “It’s so good to see you, Teresa, you look amazing, how’re you doing, sweetie?”


“Uh, you too,” was all I could manage. I gently patted the woman’s back, hoping her death-grip of a hug didn’t smother me.


“Easy there, Renee,” Gage said, saving me from asphyxiation. “She’s had a hard day.”


“Oh, right, sorry, so sorry.”


Renee “Flex” Duvall let go and stepped back, and I got my first real look at the woman she had grown into. Every bare inch of her skin had a smoky blue hue; even the whites of her eyes were the palest shade of blue around the cobalt irises. Only her lips retained some mundane color; they stood out like cherries. Both colorations contrasted sharply with her butt-length, straw-colored hair. She wore a form-fitting black body suit, textured like snakeskin, with a deep V cut down the back, showing off more shimmering blue skin. We had been good friends once, a lifetime ago—stuck together like peanut butter and jelly, my dad used to say.


“Wow,” Renee said, her head bobbing up and down as she looked me over. “I mean, Gage said that you’d changed, but wow. You look different, but different in a good way, of course.”


“You look the same,” I said. “Taller, and your hair’s longer.”


“Yeah, and look!” She ran her hands over her breasts, neatly protected in black leather cups, and a bit too large for her small frame. “I got them three years ago, aren’t they great? For a minute, I thought they’d go back to normal size when my powers returned, but I got to keep my boob job!”


I had absolutely nothing to say.


Gage saved me with “Renee was a dancer in Las Vegas.”


“Yeah,” she said. “Goodness, but I love dancing. I got into an act with a brilliant manager who had the other girls dress up in blue body paint, so something good came out of being blue back then. I thought about trying out a new act now that I’ve got my powers back, but then William called me, completely out of the blue—no pun—and said we should gather here, so here I came. Have you seen William yet? Doesn’t he look great?”


Wow, had that been one breath? “Yeah, he, um, really fills out his uniform,” I said.


“Yes, he does. Oh, you guys need to pick out uniforms, too! They have all of them downstairs, and not first floor downstairs, the basement downstairs. We raided yesterday, but there are still tons left.” She ran her hands up and down her arms, scraping her cobalt fingernails over the material. “Dr. Seward said this one would stretch pretty well, so it’s a good match for my powers, and I love the texture, don’t you?”


I would never understand how so many words came out of one mouth so quickly. Renee Duvall had the excitability levels of a cocker spaniel puppy and giggled like she had inhaled a helium balloon. If our current situation bothered her at all, she showed no sign—only pure joy at life itself and an eagerness to interact.


She had not changed a bit since we were children.


Except for the boob job.


Renee left us in front of the elevator and bounced back down the hall to her room, yelling over her shoulder about forgetting something. I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of wearing a uniform. As children and trainees, we’d worn primary-colored jumpsuits—something I’d learned quickly to despise. Uniforms came after official Corps membership and were often assigned based on powers and mobility needs. Rangers were meant to stand out from the crowd. For the time being, I’d rather run around in my jeans and T-shirt.


As Hinder, my dad’s uniform had been straightforward and simple, just like him: a black body suit with a graffiti H emblazoned across the chest in green. The collar of the suit had covered his neck, stopping at his shorn hairline. He wore a small eye mask for effect, he said, more than for protecting his identity. His identity was Hinder.


“So we just what?” I asked. “Put something together?”


“Sounds like it,” Gage said. “Any thoughts?”


“As long as it’s not purple. Might be overkill.”


He chuckled. “We could put you in orange and make you look like a carrot.”


“A cute carrot,” I amended.


“Very cute.”


Something rubbed against my ankle, which gave me an excuse to look down before I blushed. A black house cat sat by my foot and gazed up at me with big green eyes. For an instant, I expected it to leap for my throat, hissing and clawing—which was stupid. Specter couldn’t inhabit animals, only human beings. The cat meowed and licked its lips.


“Hey, Renee?” I shouted as I bent to pick up the slim beast. It didn’t struggle, just sniffed my mouth.


“Yeah?” Her head appeared in the hallway, stretched from the neck in comical proportions.


“Do we have a cat?”


Renee looked at the animal in my arms, then at me, and laughed. Her head disappeared, the laughter going with it.


“What?” I looked down at the cat, perplexed. It tilted its head, licked my nose, then leapt to the floor.


It began to grow, every part of its body increasing in size. The black hair disappeared, as though erased by a magical pencil, revealing smooth, color-mottled skin. The legs lengthened while the front arms shortened. Toes separated and grew, and its face flattened out. The entire transformation took less than five seconds and sounded like fingers rubbing across sandpaper.


“I should have known it was you,” I said.


Marco “Onyx” Mendoza grinned at me with perfectly straight teeth, glaring white against his black and brown skin. At first glance, he appeared to be covered with bruises. Closer inspection showed that the coloration matched the fine hairs on his arms and chest, mottling the bronze skin inherited by his mixed Colombian-Japanese heritage. His jet-black hair was combed back neatly, and his eyes—iris and sclera—radiated green, something between emerald and lime. Except for a pair of black briefs, he was also completely naked.


“Dios, William was right,” Marco said. “You are a looker.”


I rolled my eyes. “You licked my nose.”


“You picked me up.” His accent had faded a bit over the years as his English improved. He’d come to the Corps in the most unusual way imaginable—rescued from game smugglers in Brazil who were trying to sell him to rare animal collectors in New Jersey. Regular police had made the bust and called in the Rangers when they realized one of the panther cubs wasn’t quite what it seemed. He’d initially been kept separate from the other children, because he was feral—no matter his form—and could barely communicate. He had just started coming out of his shell by War’s end.


The man in front of me now seemed completely in control of his limited shapeshifting abilities. I was still the only Ranger with the wrong powers.


“Don’t tell me you’re going out in public in that thing,” Gage said.


“I was testing the material,” Marco said. “Dr. Seward says it is a prototype developed years ago. It is supposed to shift with my body and become part of the change. I will not ruin or lose clothing each time. A good idea, no?”


“Sounds great,” I said.


“Come on, you two,” Renee said. The top half of her body appeared in the hall. An instant later, the rest of it walked around the corner, her torso slowly shrinking back into itself. It looked like a taffy pull in reverse; it was simultaneously fascinating and disgusting. “We can all play catch up at dinner, but we aren’t a proper Corps Unit until all are fitted for their uniforms.”


I rolled my eyes. Given the situation, her fixation on our clothes seemed misplaced. I didn’t care if we all went out in pink spandex and bike helmets, as long as we neutralized Specter before he attacked us again.


“They’re making us a unit?” Gage asked.


“First ones here, first ones assigned,” she said.


“Do you think they’ll find the other seven?” I asked.


“We must hope so,” Marco said. “Right now the odds are twenty to one. If our side starts hiding, temeroso—afraid of what happened before—”


“It won’t,” I said. “It’s already different this time. Can’t you feel that it’s different?”


They all looked at each other and shook their heads no like a trio of bobbly clown dolls.


“I don’t feel it, but I hope you’re right, T,” Renee said.


High-pitched squealing cut through the room and set my teeth on edge. Then a computerized voice rumbled over a hidden loudspeaker, “All Rangers, report to Conference Room A. All Rangers, report to Conference Room A.”


“That’s us,” Renee said, grinning broadly.


Our first official meeting. Good. I had too many Specter-related questions and I was itching to get some answers.





Seven


Angus Seward


Marco knew where to find the conference room. William and Dr. Seward were already seated at a long oval table when we arrived. Computer screens were spaced at intervals along the four walls. One of them displayed an aerial shot of Manhattan Island. The high walls of the prison outlined the shape of the island like chalk, dotted every half a mile or so with the square roof of a guard tower. The long gray patch of Central Park drew my attention.


After so many years, seeing it again—even from the distance of a satellite shot—brought back all of the fear I’d tried to forget. Fear of death. Fear of Specter and the day a few dozen surviving adults and eighteen adolescents made our last stand.


MHC came in after we lost our powers and cleaned it up. The devastated island was turned into a prison, and every single surviving Bane was tagged and accounted for, including Specter. For fifteen years they had lived there, fed by drop shipments, and ignored by the public. An island prison in the center of a ruined, largely abandoned city.


Gage touched my shoulder; I’d been staring too long. I turned around, seeking out Dr. Seward. “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything new on me?” I asked.


“On your physiology, no,” Dr. Seward replied. “But we may have something new on Specter.”


He had my attention. I slid into a chair next to Gage, across the table from Seward.


William stood up, taking point on the conversation, and said, “So far, all preliminary reports show that the Banes imprisoned on Manhattan Island are accounted for. Each one was tagged with a tracking collar, which allows them to move freely on the island, without being able to leave it. No Bane has gone on or off the island in fifteen years.”


“That’s old news.” I leaned forward on my elbows, intently focused on the strongman. “What’s the punch line?”


“We had the warden authorize a sight check on all prisoners, to confirm that every tracker matched up to someone. When they found Specter’s tracker, someone else was attached to it.”


I shivered.


“Who?” Gage asked.


“We don’t know yet, but we think a civilian,” Dr. Seward said. “The FBI has him now. He was chained up in a room, gibbering nonsense, so it’s likely he’s been kept that way for a long time.”


“How is that possible?” Marco asked. “The prison warden must know when a collar is removed from a body. They would have known if Specter removed it and placed it on someone else.”


“We asked the warden that very thing. Their records show no break in contact from the minute it was attached fifteen years ago to now.”


“He was never captured,” I said. My stomach knotted. “This whole time they’ve had the wrong man secured on the island. Specter has been out there, moving freely, all these years.”


“Freely, but powerless,” William said.


“Any idiot with five fingers can fire a gun. He didn’t need his powers to be able to hurt us.”


“No, but he needed to find you first,” Dr. Seward said. His calm exterior was insanely irritating.


“Not all of us blended into the crowd,” I shot back, glancing at Renee and Marco.


“We did our best to hide you children back then, and that may have saved your lives.”


We? Seward was involved in the … what? Conspiracy? That didn’t seem quite fair, but it was the only word I could connect to what had been done to us. We were just children, ripped away from everything we knew. Torn from our roots and replanted elsewhere, without the resources to thrive.


Renee snorted and said, “That’s one way to spin an averted disaster, Doc. How about the guy who collared Specter? You talk to him?”


Dr. Seward nodded. “He was our first step once we discovered the deception, but that guard, Lorne Andrews, was killed during an apparent mugging eleven years ago. No one else we’ve questioned remembers seeing Specter that day, and all of the security footage has been compromised.”


“Meaning what?” I asked.


“It means that anything pertaining to Specter was erased,” William replied. He glared at Seward. “Right?”


“Correct,” Dr. Seward said.


“So is Specter responsible for all of this?” I asked. The puzzle pieces kept growing more and more numerous, and it seemed unlikely they would ever fit together and make sense.


“He is the most likely suspect. The Banes were kept together after the end of the War. Fifteen years is a long time to plot revenge. We just have no idea how he reactivated everyone.”


“If he did it at all.”


“So what’s his plan?” Renee asked. “Break the other Banes out, get them off the island, and start the fight all over again?”


“That was our initial hypothesis, yes,” Dr. Seward said. “After all, you twelve are the oldest living Rangers we know of, and it will take time to find and train any new Metas. If the Banes manage to escape and eliminate you, they’ll be unstoppable.”


“Just like the first time,” I said. “Why did your hypothesis change?”


Dr. Seward pointed to the map behind him and the colorful lines and dots that indicated security measures I couldn’t hope to understand. “His best opportunity would have been Thursday, the day of the activation, before we could get you organized here and figure out what happened. But it’s two days later, we have tripled the watch around the island, and there aren’t enough Banes in any one part of it to successfully revolt. Not even with Specter on the outside.”


His logic worked, even for me, but it wouldn’t always be five against one (or twelve, if we managed to locate the seven of us still MIA). The other Banes would escape; new Metas would—I assumed—discover their powers and be free to wander. Sides would be chosen just like before. And this new Ranger team had inexperience to spare.


I was teetering on information overload, and had no idea how the others were faring. The tension in the room became a living thing, as tangible as our own bodies. Gaining these powers had seemed like a miraculous turning point in my life—a chance to finally have a purpose greater than struggling to pay my rent each month. Powers that could have saved lives. Now that miracle felt like a death sentence.


“So the plan, as I see it,” I said, “is to stay out of Specter’s way until our missing seven are brought in, to keep an eye on Manhattan Island, and to train any newly activated Metas as they’re found to keep them on our side. Does that sound about right?”


“Yes, that’s right,” Seward said. He hesitated, but didn’t add anything to his statement.


“Dr. Seward?” Gage said. “Your heart rate just spiked, in case you forgot I can hear that. What aren’t you telling us?”


Dr. Seward dropped his gaze to the table. The good doctor was hiding something, and it didn’t take Gage’s honed senses to know it. We heard it in what he didn’t say, and how he avoided eye contact with us. I stood up, drawing confidence from the stance, and braced my palms flat on top of the table.


“What aren’t you telling us, Dr. Seward?” I asked. “Why haven’t you found the other seven?”


“We know where three of them are,” he told the table.


A frozen fist seized my insides and squeezed.


“That’s good, right?” Renee asked. She seemed genuinely confused and unaffected by Seward’s words.


“No, Flex, it’s not good,” Dr. Seward said. “Their bodies are being flown in by private helicopter. They’ll arrive by evening.”


Her cobalt eyes widened, and I looked away. I could see in her what I felt in myself. Loss without actually losing is an odd sensation to describe. Even though I hadn’t seen the other seven in half a lifetime, knowledge of three of their deaths seared through my heart and left hollow pain behind.


Gage’s hand covered mine. I dropped back into my chair.


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Seward said. “I didn’t want to say anything until we were certain.”


“That they were really dead?” William asked.


“No, until we were certain Specter killed them. Because of the nature of Specter’s powers, we can’t be sure yet. He possesses and uses his victims to commit the crimes, so they aren’t always distinguishable from standard murders. So far, Trance and Cipher are the only two who can honestly say they faced off with Specter. None of the other deaths had witnesses.”


I wanted to ask their names and how they’d died, but couldn’t bring myself to do it and not feel morbid. No one else asked, and I was glad. We would find out soon enough which of our childhood friends were dead.


“Maybe if we’d been allowed to grow up near each other,” Gage said calmly, “they wouldn’t have had to die alone.”


“Possibly,” Dr. Seward said. “You children faced a horrible trauma that day, watching your parents and mentors and classmates die. I wish I could tell you why and how your powers were taken away, or why and how they were given back. At the time, we thought keeping you together would be more painful than separating you. We thought it would save you the pain of growing up with constant reminders of the heartache of all that you’d lost.”


I quirked an eyebrow. “I think I speak for everyone when I say that we still grew up with the heartache. You have no idea how many therapists I kept in business over the years.”


“Regardless, MHC thought it was doing the right thing by separating you.”


“What’s that saying?” Gage asked. “The road to hell is lined with good intentions?”


Amen.


Dr. Seward grunted, but didn’t otherwise reply.


“It’s been two days since we got our powers back,” Renee said. “Do people know about it yet? I mean, I guess they would, but how much do they know?”


“ATF has spread the word to other government law enforcement agencies,” Dr. Seward said. “It’s being shared with state and local authorities, as well, so that they can be prepared when we go public with your return. They want to control the flow of information as much as possible. The last thing this country needs is widespread panic.”


“You think?”


“Yes, I do. But that shouldn’t be your focus right now. There’ll be time to deal with the media once your peers are safe.”


“So the plan changes,” I said. “We find the other four before Specter does, and we get them here safely. Everything else takes a back seat to that goal.”


“Trance—”


I cut Seward’s protest off with a snap of my fingers and the amethyst flare of an orb. “You were saying?”


He looked away. I felt no satisfaction in my small victory. We were all on the same side. We couldn’t waste time and energy fighting one another.


“So how do we find them?” Renee asked.


All Ranger eyes landed on me. I sat there dumbly for ten seconds before I realized they wanted an answer. I wasn’t a cop; I had no idea how to go about finding missing people. Besides, Gage had been our leader once.


“We find their last known whereabouts and go from there,” Gage said into the silence. “The only way to do this quickly is to split up.”


Renee blanched. “Alone?”


“No, not alone,” I said. “We go two and three. It’s not ideal, but we’re an odd five.”


“Four,” Dr. Seward said. “I don’t want Trance out in the field until we know more about her powers.”


I bristled. “If you want me to stay here, you’ll have to shackle me. I am now the most powerful person in this room. I am not being left behind.”


He seemed poised to argue, then deflated like a leaking balloon. If I’d inherited anything from my father, it was his stubborn nature, and Seward knew it. “Fine,” he said.


“Good.” I turned back to the others. “So who picks the teams?”





Eight


Tempest


I had earned the unofficial position of team leader—by standing up to Dr. Seward, or out of respect for my dad’s former position as a unit leader, or quite possibly because I could blast a hole in the wall as easy as blinking, take your pick—so they let me divide us into teams. I wasn’t sure I wanted the job. It meant being responsible for the lives of four people who weren’t me. More when we found the others.


I convinced myself I had divvied us up based on our powers, but that wasn’t true. Gage and I had started this journey together, and I owed him for the motel. Experience in something (not likely carpentry, and I couldn’t imagine him as a police officer) gave him investigative instincts that I sorely lacked. Granted, what I lacked in experience I could make up for with bravado, but no amount of blustering would protect us when the chips were down. So I picked us as the duo.


The others agreed to be the trio, and we reassembled ten minutes later on the roof of the Base. Flex and Caliber had their personal Voxes. Their cases snapped nicely to the belts of their uniforms. Onyx couldn’t keep one, because each time he shifted he lost anything except those special bikini briefs. Mine clipped nicely on my jeans.


Standing there on the roof, a united team for the first time, we just looked at each other. Gage and I were out of uniform, but we still fit. Our oddball quintet of two shapeshifters, a strongman, a power blaster, and a man with five enhanced senses fit together in a way that regular people could never understand. We’d been raised to do this. No matter where our lives had taken us these last fifteen years, this was where we were meant to end up.


“You sure you’re up to this, T?” Flex asked.


“Definitely,” I said. “We need to bring the others home.”


“Let’s make sure we bring ourselves home, too,” Caliber said.


We just found each other seemed to dangle at the end of his comment. And I wholeheartedly agreed. “Good luck,” I said.


Flex grinned. “Back at you.”


Gage and I climbed into a private helicopter, piloted by a serious-looking fellow in military fatigues. He didn’t introduce himself, so I designated our pilot Flyboy. Our first assignment was Angela “Trickster” Bourne, last known address in Kingman, Arizona. She did visual retail merchandising for some home furnishing company, and her work took her all over the state. She had been on the road the night of the reactivation, somewhere between Flagstaff and Kingman, and no one had seen her since.


That stretch of desert seemed like the best place to start. All those lonely miles offered a lot of opportunities for Angela to have been ambushed.


Our helicopter might have been state of the art, but it was still damned noisy, so Gage and I spent the trip in silence. I practiced making orbs until Flyboy warned me about setting off the copter’s internal fire sensors. Under threat of a dousing, I quit and spent the remainder of the thirty-minute flight trying to remember what Angela looked like. Pale complexion, curly blond hair, green eyes. She could create illusions of her own image, copying herself up to a dozen times. She had stood up and faced the final Bane attack, creating twelve more targets for the adults bearing down on us. For one brief moment, I hadn’t been sure which was the real Angela. Then our powers disappeared and took her illusions with them.


Ten minutes across the Arizona border, we flew low over rocky terrain, marred by the occasional dry gulch and freestanding mountain. The Grand Canyon was somewhere north of us, the city of Flagstaff south, and miles of open countryside in between. Flyboy made a turn toward I-40.


I was the first to spot the tornado. It danced across the desert, at least six stories tall, zigging and zagging like a drunken top beneath a bright, cloudless sky.


“There.” I pointed.


Gage leaned across my lap to look out the side window. “Five gets you twenty that’s Ethan, but what the hell is he doing?”


“He’s got to be inside the funnel.”


“I don’t think so.”


The funnel proved Gage right by ejecting the twisted hulk of a pulverized pickup truck. It flew through the air like a wad of tissue paper, careened past us, and missed the helicopter by thirty feet, before landing by the side of a dirt road. It hit on its side—at least, I think so, because it was hard to discern its exact shape—and lay in a smoldering, dusty heap.


“Coming around,” Flyboy said.


The copter swerved sideways, tossing me across Gage’s lap. He caught my shoulders to steady me, and I looked up to see him smiling down at me. Embarrassed, I reached for the handlebar by the door and hauled myself upright. The funnel cloud was gone, the dirt and debris in its core settling back to the earth with a few scattered car parts.


Flyboy landed across the road from the wreck. I tossed my headset onto the seat and scrambled out of the copter. The chilly, swirling air surprised me. We must have been pretty far north, where the desert actually got cold in January.


Gage and I walked toward the wreck, wary of our unfamiliar surroundings. A few hills rose up a quarter mile away. Tall scrub trees dotted the landscape, providing some cover, and a thick shadow cut across the ground ten yards past the wreck. A dry gulch, if I correctly remembered the aerial view of the terrain. Good place for an air manipulator to hide.


An orb sparked from the tips of my fingers as I approached the car, more as a precaution than from any real sense of danger. As the old Trance, with my mostly inactive powers, I never would have been so bold. I probably wouldn’t have left the safety of the copter. This unexpected gift emboldened me beyond simple caution. I found myself craving a confrontation, hoping for a chance to zap someone with an orb.


The realization stopped me short, and Gage slammed into my back.


“Trance? You okay?”


I blinked, clearing the thoughts away. This was no time for a self-assessment. I’d ponder the meaning behind my newfound bloodlust once we had the rest of the Rangers safely back at HQ—not in the middle of the desert, vulnerable to attack from all sides.


“I’m fine, sorry,” I said. “Can you smell anyone?”


He didn’t have a chance to try. Cold, gritty wind hit us like a giant hand and slapped me backward. I expected to go toppling, but Gage kept us upright against the sudden gale. Squinting through the sand, I released my orb in the general direction of the earth fracture. It hit on the edge and splattered dirt and rock into the air. Bad idea, because the intensity of the wind increased.


“Cut it out!” I shouted into the tempest and received a mouthful of dirt. I coughed, spat. It became increasingly difficult to take a good breath.


Gage shifted to my side, still hovering protectively, and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Ethan! Turn it off, windbag!”


The gale ceased. Spinning grit stopped in midair like the freeze frame of a film, and then fell to the ground in a puff. I spat out a wad of mud, disgusted by the bitter taste. Grateful for fresh air.


“There,” Gage said, pointing.


A head of flaming red hair appeared over the lip of the gulch, rising slowly until a face was revealed, followed by a neck and shoulders. He stared. We didn’t move, and neither did he.


“Okay,” I said to Gage, “I could never win stare-downs without cheating. Should we go over there?”


“He’s terrified. I can hear his rapid heartbeat and smell his perspiration. I can smell blood, too. He might be hurt.”


I took an instinctual step forward, concerned about possible injury now that Gage brought it to my attention. “Ethan? It’s Teresa. Do you remember me?”


He turned his head a few degrees, back and forth, as if looking from me to Gage and back again. His head dipped back out of sight. I almost screamed with frustration. Ethan reappeared a few yards further left, carrying someone in his arms. Her head and legs hung limply, arms tucked against her body. Even from a distance, I saw the blood covering her clothes, staining the front of his shirt.


I started running, my boots crunching over rock and sand. I reached them first. Ethan “Tempest” Swift had a round face, thin lips and hazel eyes, and a smattering of freckles along the ridge of his nose. Save the pain bracketing his eyes, he appeared uninjured. Not like the last time we’d seen each other, when he’d been shot in the shoulder and was still desperately trying to help. Not hiding from the Bogeyman.


He held Angela in his arms, and I knew without checking her pulse that she was dead. Blood had seeped from a variety of deep gashes on her face and chest. My heart constricted, squeezed by a steel band of grief. Looking at her adult face, I barely recalled the preteen she had been, and yet her death hurt like we’d been friends for years. I had lost a part of me; we all lost a part of each other every time one of us died.


“Hey, Teresa,” Ethan said. “Gage.” His voice carried the fatigue of an elderly man and more pain than any human being should be forced to carry.


“What happened?” Gage asked.


“Angela and I ran into each other in Flagstaff and decided to travel together. Twenty minutes ago someone ran us off the road. She wasn’t wearing her seat belt and was pretty banged up when we crashed. The other driver got out of the car and his eyes—”


Specter.


“—were bright yellow. He fired a shotgun at us a few times. I threw him back with some wind and got Angela out of the car. He tried to run us down again. Clipped me, but he got her hard. I picked her up and hid her in that ditch, but by the time I got us there …” His voice cracked. “Then I called up the biggest damned cyclone I could manage.”


I looked over my shoulder at the ball of metal that had once been a truck. “The driver is still inside?”


“Yeah.” He shifted the weight of Angela’s body, which couldn’t have been much. She was a tiny woman, maybe five feet tall and small-boned, but Ethan was a thin guy and the muscles in his arms vibrated from the strain.


Gage eased her body out of Ethan’s arms, releasing him from the burden. Ethan’s shoulders slumped. I slipped my arm around his waist, offering silent support while we walked back to the waiting copter. There was little use in inspecting the hunk of metal. Specter’s latest host was hamburger.


“I remember the hair, but what’s with the eyes?” Ethan asked.


“I got back the wrong powers,” I said. “Something like what my grandmother had.”


He stumbled. “Really? Anyone else get them back wrong?”


“Not so far. In addition to my sparkling amethyst eyes, I can blast things with purple energy orbs. It would be more fun if it didn’t make me so damned hungry.”


The copter blades kicked up dust, and I coughed, desperate for a drink of water after taking in that mouthful of sand.


Ethan raised his right hand. The wind whirled in a different direction at first and then formed into one solid, swirling motion. In seconds, he created a tunnel of clean air, its walls made of shifting layers of desert sand. It led right up to the side of the copter, and it made the rest of our legwork easier.


Once we were strapped back in, and Angela was laid at our feet, I rifled through the supply compartment above my head. I felt around and retrieved two bottles of water and tossed one to Ethan. I gulped from mine, swishing it around to clear out the grit. Only when I was ready to spit did I realize we’d already taken off. I looked around the small interior. Nothing.


Everyone eats a peck of dirt in their lifetime (or so I’d heard once), so I swallowed. And then guzzled more water. My stomach churned from drinking so much on an empty stomach. The filling lunch of chicken and pasta seemed like days ago.


Ethan passed his bottle over to Gage, and then asked, “Who else is with you guys?”


As we told him about Specter and the three dead Rangers, he sank deeper into his seat and crossed his arms over his chest.


<Trance? Onyx.>


My hand jerked, spilling a bit of water on my T-shirt. I sat, still as stone, unsure where the voice came from.


<Trance, are you there? Onyx here.>


Gage nudged me with his elbow, and I understood. I retrieved my Vox and pressed the silver button. “Onyx, it’s Trance, go ahead.”


<Scythe is dead. His apartment burned down last night. We are heading to our last location now. What is your status?>


I bit my tongue hard. Every death hurt like a physical blow, in a way that I couldn’t explain. The men seemed sad, but not quite as affected by the news.


“Trickster is dead, too,” I replied. “We have Tempest. He’s a little tired, but uninjured. We’re heading back to HQ.”


<Entendido, Trance. I will contact you when we have located Frost. Onyx out.>


I slipped the Vox back into my belt with shaking fingers. Half of us dead in two days; it didn’t seem possible.


Gage’s hand curled around mine and squeezed tight. “Your heartbeat just spiked,” he said softly. “You okay?”


“No, not really.”


I leaned my head against his shoulder, mourning the deaths of my old schoolmates. Each one tore at my heart, and I wanted it to stop. If it hurt so badly to lose five people I hadn’t seen since I was ten, how would it feel to lose one I had back in my life? To lose Renee or Marco or Ethan or William? To lose Gage?


We had to find Specter and quickly. I couldn’t lose them, not when I felt needed for the first time in my adult life. Needed and part of something. Able to make a positive difference.


Even if it was only temporary.





Nine


Meltdown


Full physicals from Dr. Seward seemed to be the standard greeting for new Rangers. He was waiting for us on the roof of the Base when we landed, and his team whisked Angela’s body and Ethan off to the Medical Center. During the flight, my state of nausea doubled. It had stayed in check while we were airborne, but as soon as my feet touched solid ground, my stomach twisted. I chewed on the inside of my cheek and concentrated on that pain as I followed Gage off the roof. I wanted to lie down and curl into a ball until the queasiness went away.


“I’m sure Dr. Seward will want a full report as soon as he’s done poking and prodding Ethan,” he said once we were in the elevator.


“No doubt,” I said between clenched teeth. I leaned against the wall, concerned by the sudden lavender haze that tinged the corners of my vision. Just like when I overloaded fighting Specter. Not good.


“Teresa, are you okay?” He was staring at me.


I pasted on a fake smile. “Just a little overwhelmed. Long day, and a lot of bad news.”


“I hear that.”


Yeah, I bet he did.


The elevator stopped on ground level, and we stepped out into the lobby.


“Do you want me to walk you back to your room?” he asked.


The offer was endearing, but no. If I just lay down for a while, I was certain I’d feel better. It was a powers hiccup, nothing serious. Mostly I wanted to get back to my room without vomiting. That weakness was reserved for me and no one else.


“Actually, I’m kind of hungry,” I said, and hated that I was lying to him. “Tell you what, why don’t you run ahead and make sure the kitchen is cooking something? I’m going to stop by the ladies’ room. There has to be one down here.”


He smiled. “Are you ever not hungry?”


Right now, very much not hungry. If he scanned carefully for my heart rate, he’d know I was lying. I grinned back. “Call it a job hazard. Now go, I’ll catch up.”


“I’ll save you a seat.”


I waited until he passed through the outer doors, leaving me alone, and I then collapsed to my knees, arms tight around my middle. Chills and shivers sent goose flesh crawling across my neck and back. A strong shudder tore along my spine and sent cramps into my midsection. The lavender haze turned the green rug a strange shade of brown. I closed my eyes.


“Help me,” I whispered.


If I couldn’t get a handle on this, Dr. Seward would strap me back into a hospital bed, and I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to be an experiment, tested and examined until they found their elusive answers to my problem. Crippling cramps and purple vision were pretty damned big problems, and meant days—if not weeks—of testing. I didn’t have that kind of time, not with five dead Rangers and a homicidal Bane on the loose.


I forced my eyes open; the world had gone purple, like someone had taped a sheet of colored plastic over my vision. Another cramp seized my guts, and I swallowed hard. On my left, a small sign indicated locker rooms down the hall. I took a deep breath, launched out of my kneeling position, and bolted. I overshot the bathroom door and almost crashed into a wall as I turned around.


Ignoring the fact that it was the men’s room, I shoved the door open, ran into the nearest stall, and vomited into the toilet. It didn’t take long to empty what little was in my stomach. Mostly water and grit particles (probably that sand I had swallowed), all colored purple like the rest of my world.


The pressure in my abdomen decreased without going away completely. I spat again, trying to rid my mouth of the sour taste of bile, and pushed the manual button to flush. I pulled up on shaky legs to the tune of water swirling and stumbled over to one of the sinks. After a few mouthfuls of tap water to clean out that horrid taste, I hazarded a look at myself in the mirror.


My pupils were dilated, but I couldn’t judge any other changes with my eyes acting so strangely. Now I knew how Renee felt when she looked in the mirror and saw blue skin and wished it had been ivory.


“It figures,” I said to my reflection. “Not only did you possibly inherit your grandmother’s powers, but now it looks like you’re allergic to them. Bravo.”


The cramping subsided enough to convince me that I wouldn’t internally combust during dinner. I washed my hands, checked my hair for any residual barf, and left the safety of the men’s room, praying for the strength to get through the day.


Eating food that looked the wrong color—on top of having an upset stomach—made dinner an exercise in durability and stamina. The two-person kitchen staff surprised me with a selection of roast beef, parslied potatoes, and steamed carrots, and I surprised Gage by taking only a small helping. I made a joke about watching my figure and being hungry again in an hour. He didn’t push, and I appreciated that.


He did, however, watch me like a hawk as we ate. I tried to ignore the concerned glances and keep up idle banter. We hadn’t heard from the other group in almost two hours, and that elephant stalked the room and dulled conversation.


The cafeteria sparkled in a way that the rest of the building did not. Tiled floors were freshly mopped, each homey wooden table wiped down and waxed. The chairs were wood, with upholstered seats (the exact color I’d have to figure out later), and quite comfortable. We were the only people in a room large enough to hold two hundred.


Gage pushed half-eaten roast beef around his plate and asked, “Is this how you usually spend your Saturday evenings?”


“Absolutely not,” I replied. “I used to slave away at three different menial, dead-end jobs to pay my rent and buy food, because most good employers have a problem hiring convicted felons, so I blew off my steam any night I had a few free hours. I’d find a nice, dirty dive bar within walking distance of my place, hustle drinks from losers I wouldn’t let touch me with a three-meter pole, dance away my frustrations, and then go home and sleep it off.”


“That sounds exhausting.”


“It is, especially in heels.”


His left eye twitched with … what? Annoyance? I almost added to my statement, wanting to assure him that I hadn’t slept with any of my dancing partners, only I had no need to defend my (lack of) sex life.


“So what about you?” I asked. “How do you normally spend your Saturday nights?”


“Saturday was movie night,” he said after a moment’s hesitation. “Since the only open cinema was in the city, it was a once-a-week trek. Sometimes I’d go with a buddy from work, sometimes I’d have a date. Usually I went alone. Didn’t matter much what was playing or who was in it.”


He mentioned work again. I didn’t have the energy to pursue the opening, especially if he pulled his standard deflection. “I can’t imagine you had a lot of film options, with there only being four movie studios left in Vancouver.”


A few years before the War even began, serious inflation and a failing economy had already forced the consolidation of several major studios. One year into the fighting, a showdown between a fire-starter Bane named Blaze and a water-manipulator named Ariel led to the devastation of everything south of I-10, all the way to Anaheim. The remains of a theme park that had been shut down a decade ago were featured heavily on the newscasts that week.


Smaller battles in Burbank and Van Nuys added to the ruination of a once-sprawling metropolis. Residents fled as neighborhoods were shut down and evacuated. It was the first major city to fall during the five-year conflict.


In a last-ditch effort to save themselves, the final three studios relocated to Canada. The money went with it, leaving the rest of Hollywood a virtual ghost town. With its main sources of income gone, L.A. struggled hardest to recover during the postwar years. The folks left behind had rebuilt small communities of services, businesses, unremarkable restaurants, and bars. It would never be what it was during the Corps’ heyday.


“People want interactive entertainment,” Gage said, “not moving pictures in two dimensions. It’s a shame, really, because some of the films from a hundred years ago are really quite good.”


“I admit, I am not a fan,” I replied. “You’ll have to introduce me some time.”


“I’d like that.”


The purple potatoes on my plate looked less and less appetizing the longer I stared at them. Movement caught my eye, just over Gage’s right shoulder. Someone was standing near the far wall, by the door. Even from a distance of twenty feet, the woman’s eyes flashed brightly, the only part of her that wasn’t dulled, almost opaque. That was silly, though—people weren’t see-through.


“Teresa? What are you staring at?”


“The woman over there.”


He turned around. I blinked and she was gone, like she’d never existed. That was impossible. I would have seen her leave, or heard her shoes squeaking on the tile floor. Gage didn’t say anything, just faced forward and folded his hands on top of the table. I waited for him to speak and realized too late he was clocking me; listening, smelling, observing everything he could.


“You’re not okay, are you?” he asked.


“I’m just a little off. It’s been a stressful day, Gage. I think I need to lie down for a while.”


“Maybe Dr. Seward—”


“Forget it.”


I stood up and the ground dipped. I gripped the table and stayed upright somehow. The tabletop was vibrating. I backed up, hit my chair, and plunked back down into the seat. A pair of handprints marred the table’s wood surface, burned right into the grain, dark enough to appear black even through the purple glaze.


“Teresa—”


“Don’t!”


I only meant to hold up my hand as a “stop right there” gesture, and then something entirely unexpected happened—a haze of purple energy, like a wad of cotton candy, surged from my palm and hit Gage directly in the chest. He fell backward, bounced off a nearby chair, and landed on the ground in a groaning heap.


Oh, God. “No …”


The deep-seated nausea returned, twisting my stomach in its iron grip. The purple hue over my vision deepened to a shade one step up from black. I ran to the door, propelled by panic. I thought I’d explode if I couldn’t release the energy churning inside me.


Sight dwindling into nonexistence, I continued on by instinct until I slammed against a glass door. It shattered. I felt no glass cutting me, no bursts of pain. My boots crunched across the littered shards until chilly air brushed my face. The sun must have set; I couldn’t feel its gentle warmth.


I tilted my head toward the sky, eyes wide and unseeing, and let go. The explosion of energy surged upward with the dizzying force of a water hydrant bursting open. Up to the sky it went, and I felt it more than saw it. Felt it until I had nothing left, and the blackness rocked me to unconsciousness.





Ten


Medical Ward


The strong, medicinal odor of antiseptic placed me back in the Medical Center before I fully registered waking up. My body was too heavy, as though held down under a thick, oppressive blanket. I was also warm—so warm I wanted to stay asleep. Cocooned in velvet, rocked by indifference, avoiding all purple.


Gage.


“Gage!” I shouted the word louder than I thought possible, torn from my dry throat by panic and fear. My eyelids peeled apart, letting in glaring light. Yellowish, fluorescent light.


Warm hands pressed against my arm, and then, “I’m right here, Teresa, I’m fine.”


A shadow distorted my vision, and it took some effort to pull him into focus. Then he was there, tired and concerned, but unhurt. The silver in his eyes sparkled as he took me in.


“I’m sorry,” I said, groping blindly for his hands. They were warm, strong, comforting. I had almost killed him and the idea of it made my insides freeze.


“It’s okay.” He pulled me close, and I snaked my arms around his waist and pressed my face into his shoulder. He held me, his heart thumping wildly against mine.


“It’s not okay.” My words sounded muffled, ineffective against the fabric of his cotton shirt. “I couldn’t control it, Gage. I didn’t know what I was doing. I should have said something.”


“I’m not hurt; it’s fine.”


His voice rumbled in his chest, a sound as soothing as the gentle way he stroked my hair with his hand. My stomach fluttered. The cramps were gone, replaced by hunger. That final dispersal of power had released whatever force was building up, turning my insides to mush. I felt tired, but better, and was reluctant to let go of him.


After a few minutes, he helped me lie back against the pillow, and then raised the bed into a sitting position. Same room as before, complete with a small dent where I’d hit the door this morning. Yesterday?


“How long this time?” I asked.


“Just a few hours.” Gage perched on the side of the bed. “It’s a little after midnight.”


“Are the others back yet?”


“An hour ago.” The change in tone alarmed me.


“Frost?”


He picked at a piece of nonexistent lint on the bed sheet. “It looks like she got into it with Specter. She was hurt pretty badly when they found her, had lost a lot of blood. Dr. Seward is with her down the hall. He’ll be along soon.”


“Is she going to die?”


“I don’t know.”


Grief came like a gut punch, as strong as before. Five dead, one critical. Only six alive and ready to fight. Five if Dr. Seward strapped me down to the bed and ran his damnable tests. Sedatives were the only things that would keep me out of this, and only in strong doses. I had the power to stop Specter, I knew I did. I just had to learn to control it.


“So I guess I’m stuck here overnight, huh?” The idea depressed me.


“At least. Dr. Seward wants to keep an eye on you for a while, make sure you don’t go nova again. You know, you turned the clouds purple for about thirty seconds.”


“I’m lucky I didn’t bring down an airplane. At first I thought having new powers meant that I was chosen for something special. Now I wonder if it was just some sort of cosmic mistake.”


The door swung open. Dr. Seward and William entered in a mirror image of yesterday, with grimmer expressions. William moved stiffly, as if afraid of getting too close.


Great, now I was scaring my teammates. “So what’s the diagnosis, Doc?” I asked, uninterested in contrived greetings. “Am I dying?”


I meant it as a joke, but Dr. Seward didn’t smile. He just looked at me. I’ve heard the expression “blood ran cold,” just never understood it until it happened. Every extremity went numb, from my face to my toes. I think I forgot to breathe for a few seconds, and then Gage’s hand tightened around mine. I sucked in a ragged breath through clenched teeth.


“I believe you may be, Trance,” Seward finally said. His voice had that cool, doctor-mode thing going on, but his face was a study in frustration—like he couldn’t quite believe he’d come up with such a diagnosis. I couldn’t quite believe it, either.


“What do you mean?” Gage asked.


“Please understand, this is still very new to us. We’ve never experienced a powerless Ranger receiving different powers before, so no one knew what to expect.” He scratched his unshaven chin, radiating frustration. “Traditionally a Ranger’s body adapts to its power, especially when the power develops before adolescence. Your body was attuned to your original Trance powers. You weren’t built to channel this much energy. It’s like forcing one hundred megahertz of energy through a cable capable of carrying a quarter of that.”


“I am allergic.” The words escaped before I could stop them. It had seemed crazy the first time the thought occurred to me—not so crazy now. This was stupid. I couldn’t stop Specter if I was dead from power overload. “You’re wrong, you have to be. We just need to figure how to get that extra current through, is all.”


“You are not a lamp in need of rewiring, Trance, you’re a human being.”


“I’m MetaHuman. My body will adapt.”


“Maybe.” Seward stepped closer, as stern as a prison warden. “Every time you use your powers, you run the risk of stroke, heart attack, an aneurysm, and any number of things that are equally fatal.”


“Yeah, and Specter could jump into you next time you take a nap and then take me out with a syringe and an air bubble,” I retorted. “I get it, okay? Don’t you dare try to make me feel sorry for myself. Just give me whatever drugs you can, and let me do my job. Which hasn’t changed, by the way. We still have an island prison to watch and a homicidal Bane to neutralize.”


“We’re on that,” William said. He still looked like I had just killed his cat, but his voice retained every bit of its formidable tone. “Flex and I are heading to New York for first patrol at 0600 hours. We’ll rotate every thirty-six hours. The four that are still here can work on locating Specter.”


I turned his words over in my mind. It was a good plan. “Okay.”


William nodded and left, as if his only reason for being there was getting my approval. They should learn to take orders from someone else in case their faith turned out to be misplaced. I didn’t want to lead, any more than I wanted to die.


No, I couldn’t think that way. This was a minor setback. I’d figure out how to channel the energy, even if I had to blast it to the sky every three days.


“We’ll get you started on metabolic supplements,” Dr. Seward said. “For now, get some rest. At least until morning. And I do mean rest.”


“I’ll rest, I promise,” I said.


With another pointed look, Dr. Seward left and pulled the door behind him. I stared at it, unsure why he’d done that.


“I promise to be a perfect gentleman,” Gage said, “if you let me stay with you tonight.”


I arched both eyebrows; I’d have been less surprised if he’d asked to shave my head bald and paint it with green polka dots.


He chuckled. “I didn’t mean it like that, Teresa. We don’t know when or where Specter will attack again. You’ve just been through a trauma, and I’d feel better staying close than being halfway across the complex.”


I wanted him to stay; I was also scared for him to do so. Not that I’d ever admit to the fear—a fear that had nothing to do with thinking he’d hurt me, not like in the motel—so I put on some false bravado. Teasing him was easier than trying to understand why I trusted him so easily when I’d made an art out of keeping men at arm’s length. “Perfect gentleman, huh? That’s very selfless, Gage. You aren’t even going to try to steal a kiss? Something to remember me by, just in case Seward is right about my life expectancy?”


“That’s not funny.”


“It wasn’t really a joke.” Our lives were full of so many uncertain variables. Always at the top of that list was death, as we both knew well. I hated entertaining the idea that Seward might be right, but could I afford to ignore the possibility? “Look, I’m sorry—”


His head dipped, and his lips found mine, silencing the halfhearted apology. The kiss was tender, almost platonic, and it sent a shock of excitement through my system that settled deep in my belly, leaving me breathless. And frightened. I hadn’t expected him to actually kiss me.


It was brief, but wonderful.


Lips still tingling, I lowered the bed to a better angle for sleeping. “Don’t tell me you’re going to spend the night in that chair,” I said, pointing.


He eyeballed the hard, plastic piece of furniture in question. “Well, it seemed a better alternative to the floor.”


I shifted over until half of the smallish bed was empty; he stood still, hesitating.


“You said you’d be a perfect gentleman.”


“This wasn’t quite what I had in mind.”


“I know. And don’t take this wrong, but get your ass in my bed. I’m exhausted and want to sleep.”


He considered me a moment, his expression a mix of amused and wary—as if he thought I’d shock him with an orb if he got frisky. Not that I had any fear of that happening. Not with Gage. He shed his belt and sneakers, then slid under the thin blanket with me, still clad in jeans and shirt. I turned away to give him more room in the small bed, and I was careful to not tense when his elbow brushed the small of my back.


My inner ten-year-old smiled at his nearness, while my external grown-up slowly relaxed. I closed my eyes and drifted, lingering close to wakefulness, soothed by the sound of Gage’s steady breathing.





Eleven


Medical Ward II


The monitor above the bed casts the only light in the room. A gentle blue glow outlines the shape of the door and the woman in bed. Her head is shaved bald and dotted with wired electrodes. A tube down her throat leads to a machine that breathes for her. The pulse monitor beeps slow, steady. Her skin is smooth, ageless.


I should know her, but I don’t.


Her face unfocuses, sharpens, unfocuses. She opens her eyes. Pale light glints off lovely luminescence. I know those eyes.


Who are you? I ask.


Her eyes flicker sideways, at a second bed. Another shape on it, impossible to see. She looks at me again. Her words come, though her lips don’t move. Stay the course. Her voice is ethereal and lingers like a mist.


I fall into her eyes, into an abyss of color and light and sound and warmth as inspiring as it is terrifying. Voices speak all around me, unified and alone, one and many. Sanity and madness exist together, and I burn.
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A pleasant warmth all along my back greeted me as I woke, and I was grateful for it. Grateful to Gage for being there last night, and even more grateful that he was still there in the morning. I held onto the moment of pure contentment as long as possible, unsure I’d get it again.


Until my very full bladder forced me out of bed.


The dream stayed vividly on my mind during breakfast. I didn’t mention it to Gage. Getting the wrong powers was no accident, I felt certain of that now. Had this woman I dreamed of taken them away? Been responsible for giving them back?


No one truly knew how the first MetaHumans received their powers. Reports of people with superhuman powers existed as far back as the American Civil War. The Pinkertons employed Metas, and some historians have argued that Billy the Kid and Harry Houdini were Metas. As our numbers grew in the early part of the twentieth century, so did our notoriety.


It wasn’t until our people were formally asked for help during the First World War that the divisions between us took hold, and it planted the seeds of what would become the schism between MHC’s Ranger Corps and the more nebulous “bad guy” Banes. And, while we could narrow down the start of the Rangers and Banes, we still didn’t know where Metas came from to begin with; no one seemed to know the source of it all. God. Radiation. Space aliens. Evolution. The words held no real meaning; they didn’t rationalize what we were, or why we existed. We did, we didn’t, we did again.


Dr. Seward came in as we finished eating breakfast. I half expected to see William at his side, as he’d been every other time. Then I remembered that he was in New York with Renee. “Sleep well, Trance?”


“Pretty well, yeah.” Except for the strange dream.


“All of your vitals have returned to normal levels, so you’re free to return to your room. I would like you to come back after lunch for some tests.”


“What kind of tests?”


“I want to see how your body reacts to the use of your powers and study its absorption rate. Your electrolyte levels were dangerously low yesterday, which is one of the reasons you felt so sick. If we can figure out a way to supplement your system with nutrients, it won’t be as dangerous for you to use your powers when you need to.”


“So we are rewiring the lamp.” Maybe I wasn’t dying after all. That would be great.


He nodded. “Over time, your body may adapt, but it also may not. This isn’t a cure, just a trial run. You still need to limit your power usage today, until we run our tests.”


“I will try, I swear.”


“I’ll keep an eye on her,” Gage said.


I did not need a babysitter. “How’s Frost?”


“Still in a coma,” Dr. Seward replied. “There’s little we can do for her now, except wait and hope.”


“Can I see her?”


“Of course.”
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Janel “Frost” Murphy looked like a ghost against the stark white bedsheets. Her silver hair framed her narrow face in a limp curtain. Deep purple bruises shadowed the skin below her eyes, the only noticeable color on her face. Bandages covered her throat and arms, leaving just a few patches of translucent skin visible.


I shivered and could see my breath in the room. Janel liked cold; the temperature must have been to keep her comfortable. I wanted to hold her hand, but was afraid. Her cold skin would only get me thinking she was dead, and I didn’t want to think that way. We needed her.


I remembered the tall, timid twelve-year-old she’d been those last few weeks before being sent to New York. She’d mastered her power over ice by the age of nine, but she resisted using it. She’d given Mellie severe frostbite the year before, when she first heard that her father had been killed in battle. No one blamed her for the accident, but Janel blamed herself. She tried to withdraw from the rest of us. Renee refused to let her. She and I smothered Janel with friendship and understanding, and after a few months, Janel started smiling again. She taught me how to French-braid my hair. And she fought so bravely that day in Central Park.


“We should have protected her,” I said.


“We had no way of knowing,” Gage replied, standing by my left shoulder. “They got there as fast as they could. She survived this long, Teresa. She’ll make it through.”


“There has to be a way to stop Specter, to keep him from doing this again.”


“And we’ll find it. You know that.”


“I don’t know that.” Had that really just come out of my mouth? “I really, truly wish I did, Gage, but I don’t. This is the most bizarre situation we’ve ever been in. We can’t track Specter. We can’t fight him because he always attacks in someone else’s body. So far he’s forced us to kill everyone he’s possessed. And the minute defenses around Manhattan Island break down, we’re royally screwed.”


“I know all that, Teresa. It doesn’t mean we can’t win.” Gage tugged my hand and tilted my chin until I looked up at him. “I need you to believe we can win. That you’re going to live a long, happy life, and that we’ll win.”


My stomach quaked. I wanted so much to live a long life, to grow old and crotchety and eccentric. For Gage and Renee and Marco and the others to look back on this moment forty years from now and laugh at our worries. The lovely dream lingered in the shadows of my mind, with distant knowledge that I had some unfulfilled path yet to walk. A path Gage could not follow me down.


“I believe that you believe it,” I said. “Can that be enough for now?”


“It’ll have to be, I guess.”


He didn’t like my answer—I saw it in the downturn of his mouth and slant of his eyebrows. Why couldn’t I just lie and pretend I believed it? For Gage’s sake. He didn’t look at me like a prize to be won or body to be conquered. He’d given me friendship and loyalty from the start, and I hated hurting him. He’d had enough hurt in his life without me compounding it—we both had—but I couldn’t bring myself to lie. Lying felt like a worse sin than not believing.


“So what do we do now?” I asked.


“That’s supposed to be my question, boss,” Gage said.


Surprised, I looked up—at the twinkle in his eyes and the broad smile. He was looking at me to lead, even though I couldn’t see our path any more clearly than he could. I was chosen—not only by my fellow Rangers, but by something bigger than any of us.


Lucky me.


“Do we have satellite coverage in this place?” I asked.


“In the conference room, I think.”


“Good. I want to know what’s happening in New York.”


“Then, let’s go find out.”





Twelve


MetaHuman Control


A strange man and woman sat inside the conference room. I tensed, immediately checking their eyes for signs of yellow light. They didn’t appear bothered by our arrival; in fact, they seemed to be expecting us.


The woman was older, in her late fifties, with immaculate silver-blond hair that seemed shellacked into place. She wore a plain blue business suit and skirt, and she had a black briefcase on the table in front of her. Her companion, a weasel of a man in an expensive black suit and an unfortunate comb-over, stood up as we entered. He had to be six inches shorter than me (and I’m not very tall) with an air of authority that demanded immediate attention. They made me wish Gage and I were in something other than blue jeans.


“Good morning, Trance,” the man said. “Good morning, Cipher. It’s good to meet both of you.”


I remained partially in front of Gage and didn’t move from the door’s entrance. “I’d say it’s good to meet you, too, only I don’t know who you are.”


“Direct and suspicious, I like that,” the woman said. She had an accent, something of a New England snarl.


“Glad you approve.”


Gage’s hand squeezed my elbow, and I reined in the sarcasm. These folks had been given permission to come onto the property, so they were potential allies. I just had a thing about unannounced guests who smelled like federal agents.


The gentleman said, “My name is Agent Alexander Grayson. This is my partner, Agent Rita McNally.”


Ding, ding, ding! “Let me guess,” I said. “MetaHuman Control?”


“Unofficially,” McNally said. “The MHC hung up its spurs when the War ended, but we are still ATF, and we’re here to help.”


“Help? I thought all you people did was monitor us and tell us how we could be doing things better. You don’t get your hands dirty.”


Grayson puckered his eyebrows. Any patience that previously existed was gone. “The Ranger Corps and the ATF have always worked together to provide assistance and to further cooperation between your people and the American public. Now that everyone’s powers have returned, it seems pertinent to reestablish our working relationship as quickly as possible.”


Gage gently pushed me into the room a few more inches. He continued to observe them silently, hopefully checking their vitals for telltale signs.


“You should both be talking to Dr. Seward if you want to get daily progress reports,” I said. “I’m not a bureaucrat, nor am I a politician. I’m a Ranger, and I need to be in here doing my job, not a meet-and-greet.”


“You’re wrong, if you don’t think you’re a politician,” McNally said. “The Ranger Corps presented an image to the American public, one of service and good deeds. That image was tarnished during the War, and if you wish to continue to operate with the support of the government, you’ll need to do a little PR work.”


“PR?”


“Public relations. Sing a song, do a dance, remind people you’re the good guys.”


I bristled at her tone. “Sing a song? Our predecessors destroyed New York City, Chicago, Salt Lake City, St. Louis, and Memphis. L.A, too, in case you didn’t notice on the flight over the city. Not to mention polluting the Mississippi River, alkalizing the Great Salt Lake, and turning Lake Erie into a cesspool. I don’t think a song and dance is going to appease anyone.


“In fact, maybe I was only ten years old, but I recall some Senate hearings where you people starting calling for the Rangers to be disbanded and all members—what was the word? Neutralized?”


The painful memories flooded forth, as if a gate had been opened to the past. The anger and resentment returned, as did the late-night arguments between my father and other adult Rangers. My father had wanted to fight, to stand up to the politicians who saw us as a blight, as no better than the Banes they so desperately tried to stop. The very Banes whom they had, in some ways, helped create. Others wanted us to quit protecting the innocents who called for our extinction.


“It was a different time, Trance,” Grayson said.


“Really?” I thought of Cliff; his fear in the truck stop parking lot had been the same. Fear never really changed.


“Yes, and in case you aren’t aware, the world is already taking notice of the increased activity here and around Manhattan. A lot of people saw that stunt you pulled yesterday with turning the sky purple—”


“Stunt?” Gage said, making that single word sound like the worst profanity in the universe. “She almost died yesterday, you arrogant bastard.”


Grayson’s eyes narrowed. “Irregardless—”


“That’s not a word,” Gage said.


The older man grunted and turned his frustrated glare onto his companion.


McNally folded her hands on the top of the table, the perfect picture of calm. “Look, the point is that we are not your enemies, but we are also not your friends. My duty is to protect this country and its citizens, and to ensure their continued safety. Powered Banes present a threat to that safety. Rangers running around without guidance or thought to consequences present a threat to that safety.”


“No thought to consequences,” I repeated, voice a little too high. My hands clenched, fingernails digging into my palms. “You people are truly arrogant, aren’t you? Do you know how many of our parents and friends and siblings died trying to defend your precious citizens? All of them.” My voice broke, and I swallowed hard. Saying it so bluntly ripped the scab off an unhealed wound. “They sacrificed themselves for you, and for the fifty billion other people on this planet. Remind the public of that. It’s not like they could go swimming in Lake Erie before.”


“And that’s what you’ll say when you people pollute another body of water?” Grayson asked. “It was for the greater good, go swim someplace else?”


“What do you expect from us? To get written permission before defending a town or bus or city block?”


“No, just to think about the consequences before you act.”


“Such as people dying?”


“Such as cause and effect, Trance. It’s taken this country a long time to recover from the destruction of the War, and many are still suffering. Millions remain homeless and unemployed, and violent crime is up in all urban areas.”


“Crime overall is up from last year by point six percent,” Gage said.


Grayson fell silent, seemingly stunned. I wanted to hug Gage for saving me there, because my utter fury at Grayson had stolen away any chance of a proper response.


“Unemployment was actually lower last year than in the previous six years,” Gage continued. “But then you idiots in the government increased the minimum wage again, and suddenly more small businesses can’t afford to pay employees. Now they get handouts, instead of your support, and you can’t blame that on us. So don’t try it.”


McNally leaned forward, her attention fixed on Gage. “What about violent crime rates, Cipher?”


“They spiked after the end of the War. The Rangers were gone. The police and military were in turmoil. MHC had their heads up their asses congratulating themselves on stopping the MetaHuman problem, even though they didn’t do shit.”


Grayson flinched. Gage’s attention snapped toward the balding man a moment, then turned back to McNally. His nostrils flared. He was concentrating on more than just the conversation.


“Cipher, how do you know all of this?” McNally asked.


Exactly what I wanted to know. His understanding of current events far exceeded mine, and while I appreciated his knowledge insofar as it shut Grayson up, it made me feel a little stupid. I didn’t know enough to hold my own against a pair of federal agents—maybe I wasn’t the one who should be leading this unit.


Gage made a rude noise. “I can read, Agent McNally. I was fifteen when we lost our powers. I watched the news and read the feeds and kept track of Congress. I may be a freak, but I’m not an idiot.”


Grayson shook his head. “I don’t think—”


“Stop it, Alexander,” McNally said. “Perhaps we were too quick to judge you, and I apologize.”


I bit my lip to keep silent. No kidding danced on the tip of my tongue.


She continued: “Please understand, there is no way to gauge how the public will react to your presence. Every poll taken just this year about the results of the War has the vast majority of responders in favor of the loss of Meta powers, and that is not encouraging. We need you to work with us.”


Rita McNally was a straight-talker, and I liked that. I sort of liked her. She seemed to be taking the time to consider our point of view, and she seemed genuinely interested in helping us, rather than tossing around blame like Alexander Grayson. MHC had been Ranger allies for decades prior to the War. Hopefully we could keep that relationship open. Funding was nice.


“We understand that,” I said, trying to keep my frustration out of my tone. “But we’re not here to parade around and assure people that we’re the heroes. We don’t have the luxury or the time. There is one Bane on the loose right now, and he’s already killed five of us and critically wounded a sixth. Our energy lies there, and in making sure no one else gets off Manhattan Island.”


“Manhattan Island is quite secure,” Grayson said.


“You’ll excuse me if I don’t take your word for it. Is there anything else we can do for you folks today?”


McNally stood up and unlocked her briefcase. “I will be holding a press conference this evening, outside of the headquarters gate, and announcing that the Rangers have been called once again to protect us. I’ll do my best to avoid directly commenting on the deaths of your friends, or on the situation in New York, but I need you to be prepared for the backlash the next time you go out in public.”


“Are our faces going to be plastered all over the media?”


“If necessary, yes. Costumes and code names only, of course. I will also be making a plea for any Metas in hiding to come forward and identify themselves. Once citizens learn just how outnumbered you are, they may start to panic. We need to increase your numbers.”


“No kidding.”


I needed to ask Dr. Seward about his progress in locating new Metas, those whose powers hadn’t been identified before the end of the War and who were too young to have chosen a side. Or been located and adopted into one or the other, like Gage and Marco. Certainly whatever magic created us in the first place wouldn’t give back our powers and then leave us so outnumbered. I hoped.


McNally produced a small business card and placed it on the conference table. “This is my direct contact information, Trance,” she said. “Call me if you have questions or need any advice. I was part of MHC for twelve years.”


“Thank you,” I said. Something else occurred to me, although I hated bringing it up. “Listen, when Specter attacked us in Bakersfield he … um, there were two people—”


“The bodies have been taken care of.”


“Oh. Thanks?”


She nodded.


Grayson stood and left the room without a word. McNally snapped her briefcase closed, picked it up, and strolled toward us. She passed Gage, and then paused next to me.


“You remind me of your father,” she whispered. “Hinder was a good man. He would have been proud of you.” To Gage, she added, “So was your brother.”


I gaped at her back as she left the room.


“That was certainly strange,” Gage said.


“Strange, but enlightening.”


“Grayson was hiding something, I’m just not sure what. I could smell his fear, Teresa. He’s afraid of us.”


“So is most of the planet.” I debated my next words, unable to take them back once they were said, and realized I meant them. “I think I trust Agent McNally, Gage. She seems to genuinely want to help us.”


“I agree she wants to help.”


“But?”


He shook his head. “I’m not sure. She was so careful with her reactions, so controlled.”


“Like she’d practiced her answers in anticipation of meeting you?”


“Maybe.”


Huh. It didn’t mean she was lying, but it did give me pause. Made me think. I picked up the woman’s business card. Home and cellular numbers, plus her extension at the ATF satellite office building in Burbank. I slipped the card into my back pocket. It felt odd to want to give my trust so easily to a woman I’d known less than fifteen minutes. Just as I’d given it to Gage, Renee, Dr. Seward, and my other fellow Rangers.


Should I give it or withhold it?


We were back at home in a place where we’d grown up and been trained for what we were doing now. I didn’t know what my teammates’ lives had been like for the last decade; they didn’t know about mine. Would they still look at me like a leader if they knew I was a felon? Did it matter? I wasn’t her anymore. We weren’t who the MHC had made us when they sent us away. We were Rangers, and we couldn’t do this if we didn’t let ourselves trust each other.


I had to let myself trust them. Not so much the agents. Not until they earned it.


“Still want to know what’s happening in New York?” Gage asked.


I nodded. “More than ever.”





Thirteen


Interlude


Renee’s blue face filled the monitor, obscuring my view of the room behind her. She blinked, frowned, and then stepped back to reveal the Manhattan Island Penitentiary’s main control room. Serious-looking armed guards walked to and fro. Some carried files or paperwork, others nothing but an angry expression.


“Hey, T, you look a lot better,” Renee said.


“Thanks.” I stood in front of the monitor on our end, Gage by my side. It had taken the MIP guards almost thirty minutes to locate one of our people. Renee and William had been inspecting Bane activity in the north, among the remains of Harlem, when we called. Gage teased me incessantly about my lack of patience until someone finally rustled up Renee.


“Not a lot to report here,” she said. “So far, the Banes aren’t making much effort to escape the island. They’re mostly keeping to themselves. Only a few have actively engaged their powers, but not against us or each other. One guy transmuted dirty water into sparkling clean water.”


“That seems odd, doesn’t it?” Gage asked.


“Pretty odd, yeah, but I’m not knocking a good thing. Disinterested Banes are ones we don’t have to fight. They just seem … I don’t know, out of sorts.”


“What do you mean?”


“Kind of dazed, I guess. Like they got their powers back, only they don’t remember what they’re supposed to do with them. You think it’s some sort of radical rehabilitation program that actually worked?”


“Dunno,” I said. “Have you tried talking to the warden about it?”


“Repeatedly, but he doesn’t have time for me or Caliber. I don’t think he realizes that we’re not the same as those guys he’s been babysitting for a decade and a half. He sees blue skin and big muscles and thinks the worst of us.”


“I know the feeling.” Grayson had been no different in his judgment. At the moment, I didn’t care why the Banes were so apathetic about their powers, as long as it kept them from all-out rebellion. Once we had Specter under control, maybe life wouldn’t be as hard as I imagined.


“Just be careful out there, Flex,” Gage said. “An ATF agent is doing a press conference today in Los Angeles, announcing our return. Once people know who we are, our anonymity is out the window.”


Flex giggled. “He says to the girl with blue skin. Take a look at your team, Cipher. Most of us don’t fit in at a family picnic. Although I can see Trance’s look becoming a popular fashion statement.”


“I hope not,” I said.


“Purple contact lenses will be all the rage.”


“Shut up, Flex.”


“Remember, Flex,” Gage said, “you’re our eyes and ears out there. If you see anything suspicious, let us know immediately. We both got funny vibes from one of the agents they sent to watchdog us, and I don’t think everyone is on our side. You and Caliber need to watch each other’s backs.”


“We will,” Renee said. “In fact, I’ll be watching his back very seriously. Remember in school he used to hate my powers, and I’d tease him with them? You know what he told me? He had a crush on me the whole time. What do you think, T? Do you see sex in our future?”


Gage grunted.


I coughed. “I’d rather not let my mind go there, if you don’t mind.”


She giggled again, and then sobered. “You do the same, okay? Watch each other’s backs, I mean. And maybe go have sex or something, you both look tense.”


She cut the call short before I could muster a reply. I settled for staring at the blank monitor. Gage blew hard through his nose, lips twisted in a strange grimace.


“What?” I asked.


“Renee Duvall and her casual conversations. She’s unbelievable,” he said, an odd layer of annoyance in his voice.


“She keeps you on your toes.”


“Something tells me Agent McNally will, too.”


“I won’t be her poster girl for Ranger support, Gage. A few photos with schoolchildren and old folks smiling won’t erase decades of violence.”


“No, it won’t, and there’s no reason to expect it to. We have to earn back that trust and not from politicking.”


“So what, then? We keep a bus full of kids from toppling off a bridge into the river? Pull orphans from a burning building? Stop a mudslide in Malibu?”


He turned until he stood toe to toe with me and tried to act stern. Humor still peeked through. “Okay, you do realize that the unspoken rules of superheroing states that one of those events will magically occur within our immediate vicinity?”


“Well, good,” I said, flashing him a bright smile. This close I could smell a hint of shaving cream and something else. Something decidedly male and uniquely Gage. “We can get that step in our careers over and done with, and move on to more important matters.”


“Such as?”


“Picking out uniforms?”


“I’d rather wear my jeans.”


“I don’t know.” I quirked an eyebrow and gave him a once-over. “I think you’d look good in something skintight and leather.”


I expected him to laugh; I didn’t anticipate his completely blank stare. Crap. “Sorry, that wasn’t—”


Gage interrupted my retraction by cupping my chin with his free hand and lowering his head. My heart threatened to beat right out of my chest. He brushed his lips across my mouth so gently I thought he missed. Just the lightest of strokes that set my nerves on fire.


Indecision forced me to pause. Knowledge of a turning point. He wouldn’t talk about Oregon, but he’d offer tentative kisses. Our conversations skirted deeper pain, while remaining surface and casual. If words couldn’t bring us together, maybe something else could.


Not knowing how many more “laters” I had, I captured his lips in a crushing kiss. Arms circled my waist, hands tangled in my hair. His mouth, his tongue, his intense heat and flavor and scent—all surrounded me and forced a soft moan from my throat.


He broke the kiss, but didn’t pull away. Every inch of his body seemed to vibrate. His intense, silver-flecked eyes drilled into me, trying to see past the lavender exterior. The intensity of it was overwhelming. “You frighten me, Teresa.”


Confusion overpowered my tumultuous emotions and I tensed, stifled by his tight embrace.


He must have read something in my expression. “I just meant I’ve never felt like this after knowing someone for only a couple of days. Like I’ve … I don’t know.”


I thought I did. “Like you’ve found something you didn’t know you wanted in the first place? Or is that kind of corny?”


“Yeah.”


“Yeah, it’s corny?”


“No.” He traced the side of his thumb down my cheek. “The other part.”


“And you’re afraid of messing up and losing it, like you’ve lost everything else?”


His face hardened, the once-open emotions shuttering. Shutting down.


Concerned, I splayed my fingers against his chest. Felt his heart beating there. “Sorry, I was just remembering something a shrink said to me during one of our multiple sessions dedicated to my inability to commit to a relationship.” A topic I felt awkward broaching with Gage or anyone else—one that would probably have to be broached before we went any further with … whatever it was we were doing.


“Gage, what is it about me that frightens you? I’d really like to know.” When he didn’t respond, I gave him a hint. “Is it what Dr. Seward said about my potentially dying?”


“No, that’s not it.” His body thrummed with tension. “The potentiality of your death does frighten me, Teresa. It terrifies me. But your powers are stronger than anyone else’s here, maybe stronger than anyone else active, and they’re not yours. You have them for a reason that no one knows or is sharing, and it scares me to death.”


“I’m not going to explode, Gage.” I thought of yesterday’s episode and cringed. “At least, I hope not.”


He rested his forehead against mine. Our height difference made looking up awkward, so I closed my eyes. His breath was sweet, warm, and his mouth so close. The butterflies in my stomach stirred.


“Please talk to me, Gage. About anything.”


“Teresa, I—”


Whatever statement he meant to make was cut off by an obnoxious blaring noise, filtered into the room through a loudspeaker in the ceiling. We pulled apart.


“What is that?” I asked.


The computer monitor opposite us blinked to life. Live news coverage filled the screen. Half of a large complex was flattened, the street littered with dust and rubble and debris. The scroll at the bottom read “Inglewood Demolition Goes Wrong, Workers Trapped.”


Just a few miles from our headquarters.


“Should we let the fire department handle it?” Gage asked.


I sensed a challenge in his words. The building had done more than simply collapse. If the news reporter was correct, it had also trapped half a dozen workers beneath the rubble. It could take the fire department hours, if not days, to safely reach them. Using our powers together, we could get there faster.


“I suppose there’s no better time to introduce ourselves to the world,” I said. “Let’s call Onyx and Tempest. We’ve got our first team mission.”





Fourteen


Demolition


For all of my bluster about a team mission, the scene presented enough unique challenges to tempt me into giving up before we began. The building was an abandoned apartment complex, standing on half of a city block in the shit hole that was Inglewood. Most of the neighborhood had been abandoned six years ago after a petroleum fire razed twelve square blocks to the ground. That section stood cut off by police barricades and cement K-rails. The skeletal remains of LAX were only a few miles west.


Our site stood within view of the empty blocks, themselves still littered with rubble long ago picked clean by thieves. Fire trucks, police cars, and emergency vehicles crowded the street, making it impossible for our copter to land. We competed for sky space with several news crews, one of which finally took notice of us when I pushed open the door and poked my purple-streaked head out.


Gage grabbed my wrist to anchor me in the copter, but I had no intention of falling.


“Hey, Tempest!” I had to shout over the roar of the copter blades. Tempest sidled up next to me. “Think you can get us down there?”


He peered over the edge of the copter floor. “As long as you don’t mind a slight free fall.”


“Do not worry for me,” Onyx said.


Over my shoulder, Onyx peeled out of his coveralls until he sat there in only those special briefs. He closed his eyes. His skin darkened as his body shrank. Feathers sprouted. His nose lengthened, and his arms disappeared into his body. Still fascinated by his shapeshifting, I watched until he had transformed completely. The raven blinked glowing green eyes at me, and then flew out the door.


“Show-off,” Gage said.


Tempest grabbed my right hand with his left, and Gage’s left hand with his right. Before I could ask what we should do, Tempest leapt from the copter and pulled me and Gage out with him.


Terror seized me as we free-fell toward the city street, less than three hundred feet below. I squeezed Tempest’s hand, too frightened to scream. A rush of wind circled us, roaring in my ears, and our descent slowed. Grime and dirt swirled into a funnel cloud, and we floated through the center, toward the ground.


We must have made quite a sight.


I didn’t let go of Tempest’s hand until my feet hit pavement. The cyclone ended immediately, and the roar was replaced with shouting voices. Rescue workers backed away, creating a circle around us. Onyx swooped down and landed, remaining in raven form.


“Warn a girl next time,” I said.


Tempest winked.


“Who’s in charge?” I asked the nearest fireman.


He pointed toward a cluster of fire engines. “Captain Hooper. What are you?”


“The answer to your prayers,” I quipped, and then looked down at Marco. “Onyx, do a flyover and get the lay of the land.”


The raven nodded and took to the sky in a ruffle of feathers and air. I envied him the freedom to fly like that.


“You’re Rangers, aren’t you?” a female voice asked.


I turned and located the woman near an ambulance. She wore an EMT uniform badly in need of an iron. Silver glistened in her black hair, and unlike the younger men and women around her, she didn’t seem at all surprised by our arrival at the scene.


“Yes, we are,” I said.


“I knew you’d come back. Always knew someday.”


Before I could ponder if she meant me specifically, or the Rangers as a group, Gage grabbed my arm and whisked me toward the makeshift command center. I tried to remember the woman’s face, so I could seek her out later if need be, and followed the boys.


Captain Hooper was easy to find. He stood hunched over the trunk of a police car, studying several sets of building blueprints, flanked on both sides by firemen and uniformed cops. He looked up as we approached, his mouth flopping open, utter shock settling into his aged features. White hair peeked out from beneath his cap, but that didn’t diminish the air of authority in his broad shoulders and square jaw.


He recovered quickly and suspicion replaced surprise. “What are you people doing here?”


“Lending a hand, if you think we’re needed, sir.” I pulled the civility out of my ass, even though the “you people” put my defenses up. Pissing off a police captain wouldn’t do much to ingratiate us with the populace.


Hooper’s attention shifted over my shoulder to Tempest and Gage. “You all have powers that can be useful in this situation?”


“Of course. We aren’t here to waste anyone’s time. I’m Trance, this is Tempest and Cipher. And please, Captain, tell your people not to shoot at a crow flying about, he’s with us.”


“We’re police, not game hunters.”


“Just so we understand each other. Where are the workers trapped, Captain? We need to know their locations and if any of the explosives still haven’t been detonated.”


“One pack hasn’t.” A young man wearing an orange hard hat shouldered his way forward. The name embroidered on his shirt said Anderson. “The northeast corner of the building only collapsed partway. That’s where my guys were placing the last pack when everything hit the fan.”


“How many men are down there?” Gage asked.


“Five still. Two got out on their own. Said they could hear the others screaming for help as they left, but their escape route fell in. We can’t get to them.”


I glanced at blueprints that read like gibberish. “Show me.”
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Anderson and Hooper led us to the edge of the rubble; they’d had the foresight to set up their base near the trapped men. Eight stories of apartment building lay on top of them. Four stories of the northeast wall survived, a totem to the destruction. Anderson pointed to a spot of freshly disturbed bricks.


“That’s where they got out,” he said.


I squeezed Gage’s elbow. Walking as close as he dared to the rubble, he squatted down, closed his eyes, and concentrated.


“What’s he doing?” Hooper asked.


“Checking to see if the workers are still alive,” I replied.


Onyx landed next to Tempest and transformed back into his human shape. It was like watching a video recording backward, as he undid what he’d done earlier. He didn’t seem to mind being clad in just those black briefs. The man had the body of an underwear model, all tapered hips and chiseled abs—even if his mottled skin made him look like an advertisement for camouflage paint.


“See anything useful?” I asked.


“There may be a way in through the rubble, twenty feet to the center,” Onyx said. “It is a rough walk. I ventured inside, and some of the support beams created a tunnel into the first level.”


“Good, thanks.”


Gage stood up and walked back, his mouth pinched. “I only heard four heartbeats. Could smell a lot of blood, and something else.” He looked at Hooper. “Is all of the gas and electricity to this block shut off?”


“Yes,” Hooper said.


“It wasn’t on before,” Anderson added. “My guys went in with flashlights and lanterns. Property hasn’t had good electrical service for two years, since the owner went bankrupt. Why do you think we’re tearing it down?”


“Onyx found a way in,” I said to Gage. “I need you with us for orientation. Tempest, can you stay out here and be my eyes and ears?”


Tempest frowned. He seemed poised to argue, but didn’t. As much as I wanted to keep us together, his powers wouldn’t be very useful in an enclosed space.


“I’ll see about keeping a good airflow down to the workers,” he said.


“Thanks.”


Onyx transformed again, this time into the small black cat he’d been when we first met. With admonitions from Hooper and Anderson to be careful and “don’t make it worse,” Gage and I followed Onyx into the destruction.


He cut a swift trail over peaks and valleys of brick, plaster, metal beams, and wood planks. I noticed the smell that bothered Gage earlier; probably residue from the sequential explosions. The cacophony of the rescue teams melted into the background as we picked our way across, my mind focused entirely on the task at hand.


Minutes later, cat-Onyx disappeared around a twisted metal staircase. I turned the same corner and found an opening the size of a doggy door.


“This is your hole?” I asked, not sure if Onyx was in range of my voice.


I peered inside and saw nothing. The cat appeared; I jumped. He blinked twice, as if asking “what are you waiting for?” then ducked back inside.


“It sounds like it opens up a bit,” Gage said.


Trusting him on that, I inhaled deeply, sat down, and slid into darkness.





Fifteen


Demolition II


My feet hit something solid. I stood up just inside the darkness. Light poured down from the hole above, and I stepped forward to allow Gage room. My eyes adjusted slowly to my surroundings. We were in a stairwell, still mostly intact. I recognized a 4 painted on the wall nearby. We had a bit of traveling to do.


Gage slid down and landed gracefully. Onyx appeared further down the makeshift corridor, his feline eyes glinting in the dim light. He blinked once, turned, and disappeared. I followed a few steps, paused, then groaned.


“What?” Gage asked.


“Flashlight.”


“Shit.”


No time to go back and fetch one. I raised my left hand, palm up, and concentrated. The heat formed into a tight orb the size of a walnut. I focused on the heat, rather than the size, and as the temperature increased, the light grew brighter. It glowed like a 40-watt bulb, and I held the temp steady.


“You okay, Trance?”


“No problem.”


With our makeshift light source, I followed Onyx’s trail. The stairwell remained mostly intact, its metal staircase bent and broken in a few places, but passable. We skirted stone and brick and plaster debris as we descended. Onyx stayed just within the glow of my orb, rarely venturing too far forward. Several times the air grew thin and I caught the distinct odor of gas, then it was dispersed by a gentle breeze. I smiled, thinking of Tempest on the outside, helping us as best he could.


“Cipher,” I said, as we neared the bottom of the stairwell, “can you hear them?”


“Still four heartbeats.”


Our voices reverberated in the enclosed space. Something shifted above us, showering our path with dust and bits of stone. I froze, felt Gage’s hand on my shoulder, but that did nothing to calm my pounding heart. Several awful seconds passed before the wreckage settled.


“We should move faster,” I whispered.


At the bottom of the stairwell, the emergency door lay twisted half open. As entrances went, it was narrow and hard to maneuver. Onyx leapt through with ease. I bent and inserted one leg. Unable to manage without both hands, our light source disappeared, blanketing the narrow space in utter blackness.


I crawled through the hole and stepped back. An indignant cat screech shattered the silence.


“Sorry,” I said.


Onyx hissed.


“A little help here,” Gage said.


I re-created the light orb with less thought than the first time, and it glowed brighter. I smiled, pleased with my work. Not too bad, and no side effects so far. Gage slid into the room. We stood in a crushed hallway that seemed to extend forward a good forty feet. Three support beams had fallen across the path, and we ducked below them. The walls of the corridor remained mostly intact. The ceiling was a mess of exposed cables and beams, broken sheetrock and twisted metal fixtures. Some sections hung within two feet of the floor, forcing Gage and me to crawl. Each time, I had to drop the orb, and each rekindle proved faster and brighter.


My Vox beeped. <Trance, this is Tempest. You there?>


I pulled it from my belt holster. “Tempest, this is Trance, we’re here.”


<How close are you guys?>


“Pretty close. We’ve backtracked at least thirty feet to your position, near the northeast corner of the building.”


<Be advised, some of the wreckage is settling on the other side of the block. I don’t know how stable your end is, so you might want to speed things up.>


“We’ll do our best. Out.”


I put the Vox away. I didn’t need to be told to hurry; I felt the building settling.


The end of the corridor presented us with another challenge: water. Part of the floor had given away and filled in with tepid water, likely from busted pipes that hadn’t properly drained. The nauseating odors of mildew and slime tingled my nostrils. Gage looked positively green, even under lavender light. Past four feet of water, a half-broken door hung askew. More water disappeared into the room beyond, and I heard a distant trickle as it ran out of sight.


Onyx sniffed the edge of the pool, stepped back, then transformed from the cat into the raven. He took off over the water and ducked into the room.


“They’re in there,” Gage said. “I can hear them.”


“Hello?” The stranger’s voice echoed from beyond and vibrated the unstable walls. Dust floated down, and deep within the structure, something groaned. The man shouted again, louder this time, and metal screamed.


I spun around, raising my hand to shine light back down our path. Ten feet behind us, the ceiling collapsed, cutting off our escape route and sending a cloud of dirt and debris into the air. The walls beside us cracked and fractured.


“Go,” Gage said, shoving me forward.


I stumbled into the calf-deep water and slogged toward the broken door. About halfway there, I tripped over something beneath the water and lost the light. Gage grabbed my arm before I fell. We surged forward blindly, enveloped by darkness and the horrific squeal of collapsing metal and brick. Dust filled the air. I sneezed, splashing through the water until I hit something solid. I stopped, coughed, and waited. Gage still gripped my arm.


The noise stopped. My Vox beeped, but I ignored it in favor of creating a little light. The lavender glow illuminated the interior of an apartment kitchen. Its floor was awash in filthy water; half of the ceiling lay in the center. Raven-Onyx was perched on the middle of the debris pile.


Four men of varying ages sat huddled in the far corner. Wet and wide-eyed, the quartet stared at us. Two wore hard hats and a third was holding his left arm tight to his chest. All of them were bleeding from gashes on their faces, necks and hands. A fifth man lay facedown in the water opposite the survivors.


My Vox beeped again.


Gage plucked it from my holster. “It’s Cipher,” he said. “Go ahead, Tempest.”


<We just saw the collapse,> Tempest replied, the concern in his voice unmistakable. <Are you all okay?>


“We’re fine. We found the workers. Four of them are alive, but we can’t go out the way we came in. We need an alternative.”


<I’ll see what we can do from this end. What’s the condition of the workers?>


“Pete’s dead,” one of the men offered. He was the oldest of the four and looked like the man in charge. “George there’s got a broken shoulder, but we’re mostly okay.”


<I heard that. I’ll get back to you. Out.>


The older man snorted. “Sounds like you kids got yourself trapped down here with us.”


“We’ve got a few tricks left,” I said. “What’s your name, sir?”


“Ben Hodges. Who are you, Missy?”


“Trance, Ranger Corps.” I felt a bit of pride at the statement. “My associates, Cipher and Onyx.”


Ben eyed the raven. “Trained bird?”


“Shapeshifter.”


“And what do you do, make light?”


“Among other things. Can you four walk?”


“If we need to, yes.”


I increased the light a bit more and stepped away from the wall. A second door was sealed shut by debris. The door we’d come in provided no way back out. Short of tunneling like moles, I saw no reliable escape route.


“Cipher?” I said. “How far are we from the street?”


Gage closed his eyes. An eerie silence befell the room, broken occasionally by the hiss of lapping water. Ben, George, and the other two workers remained oddly quiet—probably terrified of having three Rangers within spitting distance when Rangers hadn’t existed for fifteen years.


“Is there another room past this wall?” Gage asked, pointing blindly.


“Yeah,” Ben said. “Living room, bedroom, then the exterior wall.”


He opened his eyes. “So about twenty feet between us and the outdoors?”


“Twenty feet of rubble.”


I sloshed back to Gage’s side. In the strange light, his eyes glittered, and I recognized the look.


“What are you thinking?” I asked.


He drew me closer and lowered his voice to say, “Do you remember back at the motel, when you put up that force field?”


“Vaguely.” The protection against Specter had been instinctive, not something I remembered doing consciously, and I had not tried to repeat the experience. “I can’t shield us and blast our way out, though.”


“Not quite what I had in mind. If you had to re-create the shield, do you think you could do it?”


I wanted to reassure him that it was a piece of cake. Instead: “I don’t know. I’d have to drop the light orb to make a shield, and I can’t guarantee it would protect us all. Especially when I don’t know what I’m protecting us against.”


“Give me a second, and I’ll let you know.” Gage produced his own Vox and held it up. “Tempest, Cipher here.”


<Cipher, this is Tempest. Go ahead.>


“I have a wild idea on how to get us out of here, but I need to know something first.”


<What’s that?>


Gage looked at me and held my gaze even as he asked Tempest, “How good’s your aim?”


Perched on top of the rubble pile, I braced my feet on either side of the uncomfortable mess, resting elbows on knees. With my attention elsewhere, the light orb glowed a bit dimmer. Gage helped the last worker—a young guy named Larry, who sported a deep laceration on his face—sidle up to the base of the mound. Onyx had shifted back into a cat and sat next to me, choosing to stay for this instead of finding an alternate escape route.


Larry grabbed onto the rubble with both hands. Gage climbed around him and sat halfway up the pile, on my right, and retrieved his Vox.


My cue. I let the light orb die out completely, plunging our small band into darkness. The only sound was our collective breathing, mine a bit louder than the rest.


“Tempest, this is Cipher.” Gage’s voice was almost too loud in the dark. “You ready on your end?”


<I think so.> High-pitched wailing crackled over Tempest’s end of the Vox. He’d already started gathering the wind. <Gotta put the Vox down. I’ll count to thirty, and then I’m plowing through.>


“Understood, count now.”


Cue number two. I closed my eyes and drew into myself, into the lavender light that I was learning to manipulate, into the heat that I produced, and into the source of whatever had given me these powers. The glow began in my mind, a hazy orb the size of a basketball. It expanded and thinned out, like a balloon blown too large.


I recalled the fear I’d felt during my fight with Specter, the need to protect myself and Gage. It blew the expanding bubble outward, stretched it into an opaque mist that covered the rubble pile like a net. I held it steady on the outer edges of the pile, confident that everyone was inside. Now I needed to hold it while Tempest did his part.


Compressed cyclonic air as a makeshift drill was ingenious, if Tempest could pull it off. His voice carried more confidence than I felt, but we had few options. It could take days for a rescue team to dig us out, and the guy with the broken shoulder was going into shock.


Something shrieked and groaned. The ground beneath me vibrated. I held tight to that vision of the bubble. The thin power barrier protected us from falling wreckage. The shriek grew closer. One of the workers began to cry. I ignored him, focused on the air shrieking its way through steel, cement, and mortar toward seven trapped people.


The noise invaded my mind. Ripped through my ears. I wanted to clamp my hands over them, to block out the sound. I couldn’t. Moving might kill us all. Flying debris peppered the shield. I felt each strike like a pinprick on my skin. The room trembled.


Then sound and motion ceased. I did not drop the shield. The hole was drilled, but I didn’t know if it would hold. Warmth dripped from my nose and trickled across my upper lip.


<Cipher, this is Tempest.>


“Tempest, Cipher. We’re here, and we’re okay. Is the tunnel stable?”


<Seems to be so far. I’m coming in with two firemen, so we should see you in just a minute. Out.>


A hand squeezed my elbow. “Trance, you can drop the shield,” Gage said.


The confidence in his voice told me all I needed to know. I opened my eyes and the bubble burst. Dim light filtered in through a cylindrical hole in the far wall, roughly four feet in diameter. The interior appeared shorn smooth, and it was holding.


Gage appeared in front of me and grabbed both of my hands. “Are you okay?”


“I think so.” Blood tickled on my lip. “We really did it, didn’t we?”


“Yeah, we really did.”


“Does that make us heroes now? Real heroes?”


“Don’t know about anyone else,” Ben said, reaching up to tap my leg, “but you’re all heroes to me. That was the scariest shit I’ve ever seen, but it worked. Thank you.”


I grinned, my heart swelling with pride. “You’re welcome.”


A shadow moved in the mouth of the tunnel. Tempest leapt into the room and landed in the murky water with a splash and an annoyed groan. The cavalry was here; time to get our charges to safety.





Sixteen


Dahlia Perkins


Fresh air had never smelled so good as when we emerged from the rubble. The rotten odor of the old water clung to my wet jeans and had settled in my nostrils. I wanted at least two showers when we returned to the HQ. The scene presenting itself on the Inglewood street indicated that those showers would be a long time coming.


A throng of reporters, photographers, and other camera wielders, shouting rapid-fire questions that devolved into a muddle of sound, stood behind a police barricade that threatened to break if one more person pushed against it.


EMTs surrounded the injured workers and whisked them off to waiting ambulances. I led my team to one of the fire trucks, away from the screaming crowd. A uniformed officer handed over Onyx’s discarded jumpsuit, and we created a human barrier, allowing Marco to shift back into human form and slip into his clothes.


Captain Hooper approached, his previous apprehension replaced by astonishment. “You kids were amazing. I remember back when your, ah, predecessors were doing the job. They’d be mighty proud of you.”


“Thank you, Captain,” Gage said. “We hadn’t exactly planned this to be our coming-out party.”


“Far from it, actually,” I said. We couldn’t avoid the press conference now. Our pictures would be on all of the news stations within the hour. Footage was probably playing live.


A policewoman walked over with a cellular in her hand and held it up to Hooper. “Urgent phone call for you, sir.”


Hooper took the phone. I ignored the conversation and studied the teeming crowd until he said “McNally.” My attention shifted back, but he was already hanging up.


“I didn’t realize you folks had a publicity agent,” Hooper said.


“A what?” I asked.


“Agent McNally is on her way over to present you folks to the press. She asked that you wait until she arrives before speaking to anyone.”


“Did she?”


“Trance,” Gage said, a single word that came out like a warning.


I turned away from Hooper, toward my team. They watched me, and I realized that they would obey whatever I commanded next. Today’s tragedy had somehow cemented my role as team leader and earned a large amount of undeserved respect. I was a child holding up a sheriff’s badge, and no one else seemed to see it was just a toy.


“What do you guys think?” I asked, mustering up some bravado. “Ready to meet the press? No specifics, just a friendly chat until McNally arrives.”


“I’m game,” Tempest said.


Onyx shook his head. “I am not a public speaker, Catalepsia.”


Off what must have been a priceless look of confusion from me, Gage said, “It’s Spanish for ‘Trance.’ And for the record, neither am I.”


“Then, let Tempest and me do the talking,” I said.


The dissenters shared a glance, but delivered no further protests. I breezed past Hooper with Tempest on my right and the others behind. The shouted questions grew louder and more numerous when the press realized we were heading in their direction. I heard our code names—apparently someone had leaked those already.


I stopped an arm’s length from the barricade and planted my hands on my hips, trying to look authoritative in my dusty, smelly street clothes. I must have pulled it off. They started shushing each other, and the din lowered to a murmur. A burst of purple caught my interest, like a lavender camera flash. I searched the crowd, unable to distinguish the source. Instead, I found a face that stood out from the others: a nervous girl with thick waves of honey-blond hair and saucer-wide blue eyes. Something about her drew my undivided attention.


She realized I was staring, and those nervous eyes nearly popped out.


“You,” I said, pointing at the blonde.


Every head in hearing range turned toward my chosen victim. Her entire body trembled. She clutched her digital recorder. “Uh, Dahlia Perkins, the Valley Gazette,” she said. “Wow, you guys.”


Tempest snickered. I jabbed my elbow into his ribs.


“You get the first question, Miss Perkins,” I said.


Terror telegraphed across her expressive face like a movie marquee. Several moments of near-silence and jealous glares from colleagues passed before Dahlia finally spoke up. “I grew up listening to my mom tell stories about the Ranger Corps,” she said, with an authority in her voice that was not present on her face. “Are you really back? Are you those Rangers so many looked up to?”


“No,” I said without hesitation, and could imagine the odd looks coming from my team. “The Rangers you remember, the heroes who fought in the War, died a long time ago. They were our parents and siblings, and they were our mentors. They were living legends that history will never forget.” Dramatic pause. “We’re a new generation of Rangers, and we’re here now to create our own legend.”


Okay, dramatic much?


They ate it up. The statement created a new flurry of questions from the gaggle of reporters. Dahlia shrank into the melee, finished with her moment in the spotlight. I made a slashing gesture across my throat, and the din quieted to a dull roar.


“Anything else, Miss Perkins?” I asked.


She flushed. “Are you the entire Corps, or are there others?”


“A few of our members are tending to tasks elsewhere, and our numbers continue to increase as more Rangers find their way to our headquarters here in Los Angeles.” Okay, so that was an outright lie. No sense in admitting we were six strong and not likely to get stronger in the immediate future. “New and reactivated Metas are, of course, encouraged to seek us out.”


“And what of the arrested Banes? Are they active as well?” Dahlia said the name as if uttering a black curse.


“From what we know, yes, many are active.” A hushed murmur spread across the crowd. “However, the government built a sturdy and powerful prison on Manhattan Island, and we are confident it will continue to hold.”


“And if it doesn’t?”


“That’s why we’re here,” Tempest said. He stepped forward, shoulder to shoulder with me. A gentle breeze surrounded us both and ruffled my hair, a well-timed special effect I’d applaud him for later.


“So you’re active now because they got their powers back first?” a new voice shouted. The man stood a few yards from Dahlia, hair hidden under a hat and eyes obscured by sunglasses. With our full attention, he finished his query with, “Or is it vice versa?”


I narrowed my eyes in his general direction, but felt no compunction to answer his question. He’d spoken out of turn. “And you are?”


“Alan Bates, Channel Four,” he said.


To Dahlia I said, “Miss Perkins, you can thank Mr. Bates for ending this interview. Good luck with your story.”


A melody of angry shouts and pointed questions followed me as I walked away from the press. Gage kept pace by my side, fighting away laughter.


“You played them pretty well, I think,” Tempest said. “I have a feeling Alan Bates will become the least-liked person at Channel Four after this.”


“His question was out of line,” I said. “I’m just glad I didn’t have to answer it and sound like an idiot, since we don’t have a clue.”


“We should call the copter back in,” Onyx said.


“Tired of the spotlight already?” Tempest asked.


“I am not in this for the attention, Ethan.”


“And I am?”


“Are you?”


“Cameras, boys,” I hissed. “Smile now, argue later.”


They canned it. Only Tempest pasted on a pleasant grin. Something was eating Onyx, but this wasn’t the time or place to sort it out.


I snatched my Vox. “Bird One, this is Trance.”


<Go ahead, Trance,> our pilot said.


“Where can you pick us up?”


<I landed half a block over, east of your position.>


“We’ll be there in a—”


The ground trembled. A distant explosion belched smoke and fire into the southern sky—too far to see the source or feel the concussion, but close enough to know it wasn’t a small detonation.


“We should check that out,” Gage said. “See if we can—”


Three identical pulses tore from our Voxes, a sound so plaintive it gave me chills. I recognized it from my childhood, on the rare occasion my parents were home and not on call, a tone sent out to every active Ranger Vox that meant one thing: security breach at HQ.


“Onyx, you can get back faster than we can,” I said.


Without reply, he stripped, transformed back into raven form, then took to the sky. Tempest snatched up his discarded jumpsuit. Our transportation waited half a block away; we ran. The copter seemed to take hours to arrive at HQ, where a devastating sight greeted us.


Thick smoke spiraled up from the remains of the Medical Center’s top story. The entire floor was reduced to rubble, fire, and black haze, forcing our helicopter to hover nearby. I gaped, the destruction freezing my mind and instincts. I couldn’t bark orders or decide on a course of action. We’d been attacked in the one place we’d assumed was safe.


A warm hand squeezed my wrist; Gage’s eyes met mine. The expectation on his face shattered my hesitation. “We need to get down there,” I said.


Tempest lowered us to the ground using his wind tunnel method, complete with the nauseating sensation of a six-story free fall. Two nurses burst through the front doors and raced past us, babbling about a sudden explosion and fire alarms.


Onyx was nowhere to be seen. We charged inside, and it occurred to me that while I’d exited the Medical Center several times, this was the first time I was walking in on my own two feet. The odd knowledge carried me toward the emergency stairs, fear and worry squelching beneath my anger. Someone had attacked our home; they would pay.


The first three floors of the building housed labs and research facilities. It might seem strange to not have the Emergency Unit on the first floor like a regular hospital, but Ranger teams often came and went via copter, so the closer to the roof the better, which put the EU on the fourth floor, where I’d spent my time. Five was offices and long-term care rooms; sixth floor, more offices and labs. Dr. Seward’s office was on the fifth floor, and so was Frost’s room.


Gage grabbed my hand, and I pulled him along. He didn’t need support, just guidance as he listened while racing blindly up the stairs.


“I hear voices,” he said, a little out of breath. “Seward is still up there, and someone else, a woman I don’t …”


At the fifth floor landing we stopped, blocked from proceeding any higher by a pile of debris. I pushed against the door. It was stuck. And very, very cold.


“The hell?” I said.


“It’s Janel.” Gage’s voice had an unexpected hitch. “Specter has Frost under his control.”





Seventeen


Frost


Are you sure, Gage?” I asked, for them as much as myself. I didn’t doubt his certainty. We were facing one of our own, possessed by our enemy. Everyone had to understand the score.


“Yes. She’s saying something to Dr. Seward about”—Gage’s eyes widened—“Christ, she’s got Marco.”


With a trembling hand, I formed a softball-size orb and hurled it at the frozen door, where it shattered into slivers of metal and ice with a pop like a balloon bursting. Tempest charged through the door first, and I followed with an orb in each hand. A piercing scream greeted us, echoing down the corridor from someplace out of sight.


The floor and walls were coated with an inch of ice. Tempest slipped, flailed his arms, and fell flat on his back. I reached for him and lost my own balance. I hit the slippery ground on my hands and knees, scraping my palms raw. The scream came again, fueling both my determination and fury.


“It’s Marco,” Gage said. He remained upright, carefully balanced on the treacherous floor.


I rose to my knees, re-created the orbs, and lobbed them across the surface of the ice like mini bowling balls. They melted a swath down the middle and created a narrow running track.


Gage hooked his arms around my waist and pulled me up. Tempest stood on his own steam, a little wobbly from his wipeout, and took point down the path. At the end of the icy corridor, we hit another dead end: a wall of ice. It covered the next corridor like a waxed paper seal—translucent enough to see through, but too thick to simply hit and shatter.


Beyond it, Dr. Seward sagged against the wall, hugging his left arm to his chest. Blood poured from his nose and over his chin. In the center of the hallway, Frost loomed over Marco’s prostrate form. As we stood there, a miniature snowstorm engulfed them both. Ice adhered to Marco’s exposed skin. Frost’s eyes glowed an unearthly yellow-orange, and her frail, battered body swayed on the verge of collapse.


“You might want to duck,” I said.


One orb from each hand and as much power as I could muster went sailing toward the ice wall. It shattered with a soft boom, sending ice and snow flying. Tiny bits pricked my face and neck. Frigid wind whipped around us as Frost redirected her blizzard.


Tempest countered with his own windstorm and the battling elementals sent out enough counter-feedback to knock each other for a loop. Tempest flew backward and hit the wall, sending splinters up and down the icy coating. Frost sailed sideways, right through an open doorway.


I slid a few times before giving up, and just let myself glide up next to Marco. Beyond the snow covering his mostly naked body, I couldn’t see any specific injuries, and that worried me. Especially with those earlier screams. But he was breathing and that’s what mattered.


Gage slipped past me—very literally—and grabbed the doorframe for support. He peered inside and was suddenly skidding backward, hit square in the chest with a block of ice the size of a basketball. He didn’t even scream—just hit the floor and lay still.


“Cipher!” I screamed.


“She’s fighting him,” Seward said, his voice high-pitched, unsteady. “She’s trying so hard not to hurt us, but she’s too weak.”


Frost was in a losing battle with Specter. She’d been half dead when Renee and William brought her here; she didn’t have the strength to resist Specter for long.


“You have to kill her,” Seward said.


“I can’t do that.” Just the idea of it horrified me.


“You have to. He won’t give her up. When the host dies, Specter is weakened and has to return to his own body. You have to kill her to drive him out.”


My stomach churned. Bile scorched the back of my throat. “I can’t; she’s one of us.”


“She’ll kill you, Trance.”


As though to prove his point, a scattering of icicle shrapnel flew out of the open doorway. Deadly, sharp icicles. They peppered the far wall just above my head, cracking the coating of ice already in place.


I backed up, slowly drawing up to my feet. Frost appeared in the doorway, her eyes alight with Specter’s unholy power. Blood dribbled from her nose, down her lips and chin, staining the collar of her hospital gown. Dark smudges discolored the flesh beneath her eyes, and her sallow skin seemed stretched too thin. She was already dying from Specter’s mental intrusion; my attack would make little difference.


To her.


I recalled the wounded girl William had carried across Central Park, the way she’d blasted Mayhem with icicles and saved us for a little while. This was how I thanked her. “I’m so sorry, Janel,” I said.


Something mournful sparked in her eyes as the briefest glimpse of the girl I remembered peeked through. But Specter was too strong. Her eyes spat a barrage of hailstones. I erected a force shield easily, with less effort than before, and they pinged off. Frost’s face twisted in fury, a terrifying combination of Specter’s and her own, and she shot more icicles. Same thing. Warm power tingled through my fingertips, the only sense I had of its potency. Too many of those, and I wouldn’t be able to maintain the shield.


A shield that protected myself, Marco, and Seward. Gage lay outside of my perimeter. Frost noticed this the moment I did and shifted her attention to him. The instinct to protect flared to deadly life. I dropped the shield and threw the largest orb I could muster directly at her head. It exploded against her temple and threw her weak body backward, knocking Specter’s final ice blast off-target and freezing the far wall instead.


She hit the floor with a dull crack and lay still. I didn’t move. The sound of my own ragged breathing was met by the distinct plink-plunk of melting ice. In moments the corridor was awash in cold water. Frost’s spell was over, the effect of her powers extinguished with her precious life. A life I’d taken.


I sat for a moment in the middle of the puddle, trembling, forcing my bubble of grief to keep moving, to go away until later. I could not lose it here. Not in front of the others.


“Trance?” Dr. Seward squatted in front of me, still holding his left arm. Pain and exhaustion radiated from his scrunched brow and pursed lips. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “Come on, my dear, we need to help your teammates.”


“Six,” I said.


He frowned. “What?”


“Six dead, six of us left.”


Had Specter planned the explosion at the construction site, effectively removing us from the HQ so he could coordinate his attack? It was very possible. The events were too perfect to be coincidental. He came in while no one was guarding the store and struck at our heart, finishing what he’d started with Janel. Half of our numbers wiped out. Murdered.


“Come on, Trance, we’ll think about it later.”


Dr. Seward reached out with his good hand and wiped an errant tear from my cheek. I hadn’t realized I’d begun to cry and that shamed me into action. The gentle gesture changed my opinion of him. I decided then, surrounded by wounded friends and melting ice, that I trusted Angus Seward.


“Help Onyx,” I said.


I crawled across the floor to Gage’s body. His pulse hummed steadily beneath my fingers. I pressed gently against his chest. Nothing gave, no bones shifted. He was just knocked silly. Relief squeezed my heart and constricted my throat and colored the world a pale shade of lavender.


I blinked; the shaded vision was back. Not the best time for my powers to start going nutty again. No one’s immediate health concerned me more than Gage’s, Ethan’s and Marco’s. Specter had driven me to kill for a second time. I was determined there would not be a third.


“Trance?” Tempest limped toward me, favoring his right leg. The reddish-purple beginnings of a bruise colored the right side of his jaw. He stopped a few feet from Seward and Onyx. “What about the sixth floor? There’s still a fire up there.”


My hand tightened around Gage’s wrist. My irrational need to stay by his side and protect him battled my duty to this facility. If we didn’t get the fire under control, it could consume everything we were trying to rebuild.


“Go,” Dr. Seward said. “I’ll get help up here now that the threat is neutralized.”


This clinical description of Frost’s death rankled, but I channeled my annoyance into action and stood up, icy water dripping off my soaked jeans. The ceiling above snapped and groaned. I looked up, seeking whatever great force had made the sound.


A crack appeared in the tiles to my left and traveled down the corridor, splitting open like a fissure. The split ended just above Tempest. He gazed at it as though he’d never seen such a thing. I started to shout something—tell him to move his ass—when the ceiling opened up and dropped a cloud of debris on top of him. A maelstrom of plaster, metal, stone, and dust rained down until the air was filled with gray and I couldn’t see him anymore.





Eighteen


Medical Ward III


Agent Rita McNally knocked before she entered the small scrub room. I tilted my head in her general direction, aware of her, even though my attention was fixed on the glass partition between this room and the next. She was a distraction. She could wait.


Ethan Swift lay on an operating table, surrounded by the best surgical team in the city, his chest wide open and a machine pumping blood for his heart. It had taken ten minutes to get him out of the rubble that had buried him alive, and for a moment, I’d thought him dead. I’d screamed when I saw the blood mixing with cold water—it looked like more than a body could stand to lose. His surviving this long seemed like a miracle; surviving surgery would be a blessing from whoever looked over us.


“How are the others?” McNally asked.


“Alive,” I said, cringing as one of the doctors dropped a blood-soaked towel into a wastebasket. Couldn’t she have found someone else to ask for a damned status report? “Ga—Cipher is sore and headachy. Onyx has frostbite on his cheeks and arms and three broken fingers. She froze them and then snapped them.”


McNally shuddered. “I can’t imagine what you’re feeling right now—”


“That sounds really condescending, so maybe let’s not?”


“Fair enough. I did want to say how proud I am of the way you handled the press earlier. I wish you’d waited for me like I asked, but you answered the right questions and deflected what you didn’t need to answer. You did well today, Trance.”


I was so not in the mood for a pep talk. Maybe I’d done the damned interview right, but when it came to a real battle, I’d let my team down. Gotten three Rangers injured and one of them dead. Yeah, I’d done really well today. “You think so?”


“Of course,” she said, missing (or ignoring) the sarcasm in my voice. “You saved the lives of four men, and in the process, gave the press a very positive image of the new Ranger Corps.”


“I also killed a fellow Ranger.”


“From what I hear, that couldn’t be helped.”


“Maybe.” It didn’t matter what could or couldn’t be helped, only what had happened. Janel was dead, and I’d killed her.


“The minute Specter possessed her, she was dead, no matter what you did.”


“I could have tried something else.”


McNally moved to stand by my side. I wouldn’t look at her. “Don’t second-guess your decisions, Trance. Not decisions made in the heat of battle. Doing so won’t change what you did, and it won’t change what happened to the others. It will only make you crazy, and cause you to second-guess your decisions the next time you’re in the field. That can’t happen. Leaders make choices, and they can’t wonder if they’re making the correct ones. They have to know it.”


“What if I don’t know it?” I whirled on her, confusion and grief tightening my chest. Through the pale purple haze in my vision, she seemed younger, less impressive—a good target for my anger. “I never asked to lead this team. I never led anyone or anything in my life, and now I have people’s lives in my hands. Frost is dead. Cipher and Onyx are hurt. Tempest still could die, and all of that is my fault.”


“You didn’t drop the ceiling on Tempest. How is it your fault?”


I balled my hands into fists, resisting the very real urge to shatter something. Maybe I hadn’t dropped the ceiling, but my actions were directly linked to the fire that had destroyed parts of the sixth floor, and the fight with Janel that left two hallways on the fifth floor with serious water damage. All power had been diverted to maintaining the hospital and emergency center here on the fourth floor. More damage, my fault.


“I’m responsible for his safety,” I said. “If I can’t protect him, I might as well quit now.”


“So quit.”


I took a step backward, stung. Quitting was something cowards did. My dad had never run from a fight or backed down from a foe. Rangers faced things head-on. I’d hidden from things my entire adult life, instead of confronting them. “I can’t do that, and you know it.”


“You also can’t guarantee their safety, and you know it.”


“I …” What? She was right. My anger deflated like a leaky balloon, leaving me stretched and tired. “How did things get so mixed up so fast?”


“I really don’t know, Trance.” McNally inhaled deeply, then blew out through her nose. “Just remember that you did what you had to do to stop Specter from killing anyone else. For a while he’ll be too weak to come after you. Heal up, plan it out, and then go get him.”


I snorted. “It’s not really that simple.”


“I know, but it’s something to believe in when hope seems far away. You need to believe that no matter what happens, good will come out on top.”


I studied her age-lined face and the determined glint in her eyes. “Were you like this for our elders, too?”


“You mean optimistic and full of charming wisdom?”


I wouldn’t exactly put it in those words. “Yeah.”


“No, but loss can change a person, Trance. Many of your elders were my friends, and I grieved their deaths. It took many years to forgive myself for … not doing more. All I could do was mourn them and remember them.”


She touched the glass that separated us from the operating room. “Blame won’t bring Tempest back, if it’s his time. It will only hurt you and the people who love you. You have to take it as it comes and stay the course.”


Stay the course.


The mystery woman’s words from my dream. Was I really seeing someone, or was she simply my subconscious mind telling me to shape up? Could I listen to that inner voice and do what needed to be done?


“It must have been hard for you,” I said.


“What’s that?”


“The end of the War. Losing your job.”


McNally smiled, weariness settling into her sharp features. “I was more concerned for you children. We all were. Separating you was not an easy choice, Trance, but we believed it was best. The country needed a fresh start. You kids needed a fresh start.”


“It was a good theory, but I think the execution was a little lacking.”


“I won’t dispute that.” She leaned against the partition, hands clasped loosely in front of her. “It was all done so secretly. Only a tiny handful of people in the entire ATF Bureau knew where each of you was sent. Those of us from the MHC who knew you were forbidden from making contact. We never thought we’d see you again.”


I was beginning to understand her just a bit. “It wasn’t your fault, or anyone else’s at the MHC. Something happened, you went back to your life, and then that something unhappened. We all play the hand we’re dealt, right?”


She worried her lower lip with her teeth. “Yes, we do.”


“Do you think we can beat Specter’s hand?”


“I think …” She stopped and pursed her lips. Several seconds passed. “I think Specter is as arrogant as he ever was. He keeps attacking sideways when he should come at you head-on. It’s a tactical error. That’s why you’ll beat him. He’s bluffing.”


I nodded, silently mulling her words. Bluffing wasn’t the word I would choose to describe Specter’s actions. Deliberating, maybe. Testing when he should just strike a death blow—unless he got off on batting us around like a tabby with a catnip toy.


“I’ll stay here,” McNally said after I didn’t respond. “You should go check on the others. Let them know what’s going on.”


The only person I wanted to see was Gage. Throw myself into his arms and sob until the hurt and fear went away. I wouldn’t, of course, but sitting next to his bed would help.


“Thank you,” I said. “Call me—”


“If anything changes, I will. Promise.”


I nodded, and slipped out.


Ten paces from Gage’s room, Alexander Grayson stepped into the corridor with his back to me. I froze. I didn’t want another conversation. I eyed the door to my immediate left. Broom closet. It would be easy enough to duck inside and let him pass.


I exhaled sharply through my nose. The sound came out too loudly, like an indignant snort. Had I really been reduced to hiding in closets from short, balding ATF agents? Never. Maybe he would just keep walking and turn down the next corridor.


He pivoted in my direction. Thin eyebrows arched. Fatigue bracketed his wide-set eyes and drew his mouth into a narrow line. “Trance, how are you?”


“Ask me again on a day when I haven’t just killed someone.” I regretted the snap the moment I uttered it.


“I apologize. It was a moronic question.”


“The gesture was nice, though.” Nice and appreciated, no matter the source. But this little man stood between me and Gage and a few minutes of rest.


“I was just coming by to check on Tempest,” he said.


“He’s still in surgery. We won’t know anything for a few hours.”


His head bobbed. “I am sorry about Frost. She never really had a chance to come into her power, and that’s a shame.”


It was an odd expression of sympathy, but I offered a gracious smile. “Thanks, Agent Grayson.”


“You’re welcome.”


Silence. I scuffed the toe of my boot against the linoleum floor. He cleared his throat. I looked at the door to Gage’s room. He got the point.


“Is Agent McNally near the operating room?” he asked.


“Yes, she’s there.”


“Thank you, Trance.”


He walked past me, and I let him go. Maybe he wasn’t so bad. For a government stooge. A stooge who was nowhere to be found during our fight a few hours ago. Neither he nor Agent McNally had been in the Medical Center when Specter attacked.


“Agent Grayson?”


He stopped at the opposite end of the corridor and looked over his shoulder. “Yes, Trance?”


“Where were you today?”


His head tilted to the left. He smiled. “ATF satellite office in Burbank, checking in with our bosses. But thanks for asking.” He turned the corner and was gone.


Pondering that odd little exchange, I slipped into Gage’s room. He was watching the door, expecting me, since he could hear me coming halfway across the complex. The moment was an interesting reversal: him in bed, wearing a simple cotton gown and me standing by the bed with a look of concern. He smiled when our gazes locked.


“Hey,” he said.


“Hey, yourself.” I reached out and ran my fingertip down the side of his face, trying to ignore the fact that he was shaded like a lilac bush. Touching him again warmed a part of me that had remained cold since Janel’s death.


“How’s Ethan?”


“Still in surgery. They’re saying it’s fifty-fifty.”


Just speaking those words to someone else made them real. My hands trembled. Gage enveloped them in his and squeezed. I drew strength from his presence—the only constant thing in my life for the last five days. Five days that felt like a lifetime of hurt, fear and confusion.


“How are you?” I asked.


“On painkillers. It kind of makes my senses fuzzy, and I don’t like it.”


“I think you’d dislike the pain more.”


“Maybe.”


I glanced at his chest and could not imagine the bruise hidden beneath the gown. Black, blue, and green swirling together like watercolors over smashed muscles and tender bone. He was lucky the ice block hadn’t fractured his sternum or broken any ribs.


“How are you, Teresa?”


“I’m fine.”


“Liar.”


I blinked. “I’m fine, Gage.”


He pursed his lips.


I studied the thin white blanket that covered his legs. I didn’t want to lie to him, not when he’d always been honest with me—when he bothered giving me straight answers, anyway. I didn’t have to pretend for him. “I’m seeing purple again.”


“What?” He tugged my arm. “Teresa?”


I looked at him, and the concern in his gaze nearly toppled me. “It started again after I killed Janel. It’s like before, where I’m looking through lavender sunglasses.”


“You need to tell Dr. Seward.”


“So he can run tests?”


“Yes. They need to know what’s doing this so they can treat it.”


“What if they can’t treat it, Gage?” I pulled away and stalked to the other side of the room, my insides quaking. Annoyance and fear were playing kickball with my stomach, and I had the very real urge to vomit. “Dr. Seward already told me it will kill me, so what’s the point of documenting my symptoms? Want to know why it started? It’s because I used my powers today, that’s why it’s happening, and I can’t very well not use them.”


“No one’s saying to not use them, Teresa. You saved lives today, both times. Seward admitted they don’t know why you’re getting these symptoms, so maybe tracking and documenting them is a way to figure it out. Maybe you don’t have to just let them kill you.”


I glared, my fists clenching and unclenching in time with my ragged breaths. “Let them? You think I want to die?”


“Do you?”


I expected anger to drive me out of the room and into a mad fit of screaming. Instead, I deflated. Every ounce of available energy fled, leaving my muscles limp and my mind muddled. I shuffled back to the bed and perched on the foot, keeping some distance between us.


“No, Gage, I don’t want to die. I thought being a Ranger again would make everything all right, make me feel necessary. I don’t want to go back to pouring shots for drunks and slinging fried chicken, but I don’t think I want this.” I held a deep breath, trying to quell the tumultuous emotions swirling through me, all clawing toward the surface. A long exhale followed, but I wasn’t much calmer for it. I was no longer the frightened child who hid with the wounded while others fought, but—“I don’t know this person I’ve become. She’s a woman who erects energy shields and tosses power balls at bad guys and leads her friends into battle. She kills, Gage, and she scares me.”


“Fear is allowed, you know.”


“No, it’s not.”


“Teresa, you have to stop this. Stop taking everything onto your shoulders and making it all your responsibility to carry. You’re one person.”


I snorted. “The person you all keep looking at to lead, Gage. You took responsibility for us all once, and I’ve been chosen to take responsibility now.”


“I seem to remember a terrified little girl giving me the courage to lead. I would have fallen apart that day without you.”


His confession startled me. I’d forgotten about that—Trancing the fear out of him. All I really remembered about Central Park was my own terror and inability to stand and face the Banes.


“Good leaders know when to accept that something isn’t their fault,” he said. “Sometimes the universe pisses in your shoes, and that’s just the way it is.”


He was right. Instead of admitting it, I said, “I should call Renee. Let her know what’s going on and ask her and William to come home. With the three of you down, I can’t fight Specter alone.”


“I’m not down any longer than overnight. I’ve got a bruise, nothing life-threatening. And I don’t see frostbite keeping Marco down for long.”


“He can’t shift with broken fingers.”


“He’s not useless just because he can’t use his power.”


“I’m not saying he is, Gage. I’d just feel better if the team was together, instead of split up across the continent. Specter has shown he can get at us anywhere, at any time. I don’t want us apart anymore.”


“Okay.”


I studied his face; he gave away nothing. “Was that ‘okay, I agree,’ or ‘okay, I’m done arguing’?”


“Okay, I agree. And I’m not challenging your decisions, I just want to understand them.” He shifted over in the bed. “Come here and sit for a minute. You look like you’re ready to collapse.”


My gaze flickered to the empty spot next to him, still lingering with his body heat. I stood and walked over, the soles of my shoes softly squeaking against the linoleum tile. He lifted his arm. I slid up against his side, crossed my legs at the ankle, and rested my head on his shoulder. He didn’t react, even though I had to reek.


“Do you ever get the feeling Specter is playing with us?” I asked.


“What do you mean?”


“Think about it, Gage, about today. Once he had Frost under his control, he could have devastated us. Dr. Seward was helpless, but Specter didn’t kill him. Specter could have killed Marco immediately, frozen his lungs or something. He tortured him instead. Frost’s powers could have destroyed the entire building within minutes.”


“Maybe Specter isn’t as strong as we think.”


“Or he’s testing us.” More and more, that felt like the logical explanation. If Specter truly wanted us dead, Gage and I would not have been alive to discuss it. “He’s testing the limits of our powers.”


“To what end, though?”


“Therein lies the mystery.” And the challenge. Unless Specter didn’t destroy the building because he was inside it, on the grounds somewhere—no. It was an impossible scenario. Someone, Seward at the very least, should have recognized him if he was lurking around.


We didn’t talk for several minutes, content in each other’s company. For a little while, at any rate. Long silences made me nervous and left too much time for thinking.


I twined my fingers around his left hand and squeezed. “Tell me something about Portland.”


He tilted his head, seeming to ponder the question. “The Portland Art Museum is one of the five largest in the country.”


“Not the city, Gage, about you.” I stopped myself before I elbowed him in the stomach—an instinctual reaction that would have caused him no small amount of pain.


“You asked about Portland, not me.”


I rolled my eyes. “Tell me something about when you lived in Portland. Why’d you leave St. Louis and move there?”


His silence worried me, even though his posture never changed. More than once, I started to twist around and get a look at his face. Some indication of what he was thinking. I stayed put, convinced he’d eventually ask me to leave. I’d crossed some invisible line into a part of his personal life he didn’t want to share. Not that he’d shared much.


“I grew up as lost as you did,” Gage said, allaying my fears of dismissal. “My instinct to help people was still there, but not the means to do so. I missed Jasper, and I didn’t have a lot of friends, so I was really protective of the ones I did. One of the guys I knew from St. Louis ended up in Portland. He got into some trouble, so he called me one day and begged for help.”


“You moved halfway across the country to help a friend?”


“Wouldn’t you?”


I wanted to say yes. I had been friendly with some of my foster families, friendly with kids in school, friendly with coworkers. None of them were people I’d consider friends. The best friends I’d ever known were the five Metas who’d come screaming back into my life last week. I’d do anything for them.


“I like to think I would,” I said.


“You would.” He stroked my hair with a featherlight touch. “You’ve overtaken me, Teresa. How’d you do that?”


“Pheromones?”


He didn’t laugh at my intended humor—again. I needed to work on my jokes. Tension rippled through him, and I felt it easily beneath his thin hospital gown. “Do you think so?”


I sat up enough to meet his gaze and saw uncertainty there, shadowed by crushing sadness. He clearly didn’t want his reaction to me—and likewise mine to him—to be merely chemical, or a reaction of his hypersenses. It was in his eyes and in the firm set of his mouth, and in every action he’d taken toward me since we met at that truck stop. People were attracted to each other all the time for purely physical reasons. It certainly explained why my guard fell whenever I was around him.


“I don’t know,” I finally said. Truthful. “We’re both attractive people, and with your sense of smell it makes sense, right?”


He looked sad, almost frustrated. “Pheromones, huh?”


“It’s a theory.” Albeit one I didn’t want to be true.


“So let’s test your theory.”


I parted my lips to ask for clarification and his mouth covered mine. I recovered from the surprise of it and slanted my head, allowing him in. He hesitated a moment, then his tongue was stroking mine. He shifted and I fell back against the pillow, allowing his body to press against me. I knew it was wrong—wrong time, wrong place, really wrong circumstances—but it felt right. My hands tangled in his short hair. His kisses left my mouth and traveled across my jaw to my throat. He nipped at my pulse point; I moaned.


No, this was more than pheromones.


He stopped and hovered above me, dilated eyes boring into me. Wanting more. “We should stop,” he said, breathless.


“Definitely.” I was filthy, he was wounded, and every part of me felt guilty for making out with him. Even if it would be a great distraction from the pain of Specter’s latest guerilla attack.


“You should make that phone call,” he said.


“I should. And then I have to let Dr. Seward know about my vision.”


He hugged me tight, his arms so strong and warm around my waist and shoulders. I didn’t want to leave his side, not even to do those two important things. I wanted to stay there and be selfish and not be alone if I exploded again.


I couldn’t stay. I was their leader. Not by any rational election process. I’d fallen into it. I had to think of my team first, which meant getting off my ass.


“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” I said. “If that’s okay.”


“I’d like that.”


“Good, because I’m getting used to spending the night with you.”


He held me tighter and kissed the top of my head. I sat a moment longer, then drifted to sleep knowing I should be doing something else.





Nineteen


Regroup


Whoa, sorry!”


Renee’s voice roused me from the fog of sleep. She stood in the doorway, hands on her hips, her entire image colored a strange shade of fuchsia—quite a sight, since her skin was already blue. Behind me, Gage stirred.


Reality caught up to my brain, and I had the sense to ask, “When the hell did you get back?”


“Twenty minutes ago,” she said. “Dr. Seward called, told us what happened, so we had the ATF jet bring us back right away. Marco is up and about, and we’re having a late dinner–slash–early breakfast in a few minutes. Thought you’d like to come down and, ah, discuss stuff.”


“Thanks, we’ll be down shortly.”


She seemed poised to go, then surprised me by coming to the bed with long-legged strides and hugging me fiercely. “Sorry about Janel,” she whispered. “That sucks ass in the worst way.”


I returned the awkward embrace. “Thanks.” She retreated to the door and continued to linger. “Anything else?”


“Yeah, how is he?”


Gage groaned.


I wanted to throw a pillow at her, but having none at hand, settled for a terse, “Get out.”


She winked and pulled the door shut.


“She does realize,” Gage said, “that we’re both fully clothed and in a small hospital bed, right?”


“Well, I’m fully clothed,” I said, picking at his gown. “I can’t believe I did that.”


“Fell asleep?”


“Yeah.”


“You’re human, Teresa, I’m sure you needed the rest.”


“MetaHuman, technically.”


“Whatever.” He turned my head so I was looking into his eyes; I tried to smile. “How’s your vision?”


“Still purple.” I sighed. “Good news is, I didn’t go nova like last time. And no cramps, either. Maybe it will clear up without a crazy lights display.”


He nodded, unconvinced. Something indecipherable played in his speckled eyes. “Can I buy a lady dinner?”


I grinned. “Aren’t you supposed to do that before you sleep with me?”


“I’m a nonconformist.”


“Think Dr. Seward will let you out of bed?”


“He will if I don’t tell him.”


“Then, let’s do dinner.”


Marco, Renee, and William were halfway through their meals by the time we arrived. I’d had trouble finding clean clothes for Gage, so I ran back to his room for something less revealing than his open-backed gown. I also took a few minutes to brush my hair, my teeth, wash my face, and change my clothes. A long, hot shower was definitely in my near future.


I sat down while Gage fetched twin plates from the room’s food counter. It looked like sandwiches and hot soup. Strange meal until I looked at the clock on the wall and realized it was almost midnight. I’d slept longer than I thought.


Marco picked at the crusts of his sandwich, his glowing green eyes dulled. Pain, maybe, or painkillers. Red blisters left an angry trail down the left side of his face; both hands were still wrapped in white gauze, and three fingers on his left hand were taped together and splinted. Some leader I was, napping away while he and Ethan were in Medical.


Gage deposited my plate and sat down beside me. I stirred my soup. Guilt had stolen my appetite.


“Any news on Ethan?” I asked.


“Sedated, but stronger,” William said. “I checked on him as soon as we got back. He’s tough for a skinny Irishman.”


Renee dipped a crust of bread into her tomato soup. “We also took a look at the battle site.” Her wan smile reiterated her earlier sentiment—it sucked ass. “Your powers acting up again?”


“They’re fine.”


Gage fisted his fork; he knew I was lying. Oh well. I was not elaborating on the problem—not when we were one man down and unsure when or where Specter might strike next.


“How about you guys?” I asked. “Any luck figuring out how the wrong person was kept imprisoned for fifteen years, while Specter was running loose?”


William shook his head. “According to the guards, they don’t do sight checks unless one of the collars malfunctions. After Specter’s collar was checked in that first day, he became persona incognita. His collar never malfunctioned, so no one thought a thing of it. About forty of the prisoners weren’t seen until recently, when they did spot checks on everyone.”


“Spot checks weren’t done regularly?” Gage asked, incredulity arching his eyebrows and some measure of accusation in his tone. Accusation toward whom, I didn’t know. Certainly couldn’t be William.


“Manhattan Island is huge,” Renee replied before William could. “As long as they stayed quietly among themselves, the guards didn’t want to bother with them.”


Gage grunted, unmollified by the response. “And the guy impersonating Specter? What’s his story?” he asked, directing the question at William.


“He doesn’t have one,” William said. “Someone cut his tongue out years ago. They kept him fed, only he’s mentally not together. He doesn’t know his own name, so I don’t think he’d pick anyone out as the person or persons who kept him.”


“That’s damned convenient.”


It was, but that was hardly William’s fault, as Gage seemed hell bent on assigning blame in that direction. What was the cliché? Don’t shoot the messenger. “So someone else on the island knew Specter was out,” I said. “And they deliberately kept up the ruse that he was there.”


“There’s another possibility, you know,” William said. “It’s possible someone from the MHC knows he was never arrested. And I don’t just mean the dead guy who collared him.”


“You mean someone with influence.” The possibility hadn’t directly crossed my mind until now, and I felt stupid for not entertaining it sooner. I looked at William. “You don’t trust McNally or Grayson, do you?”


“Right this minute?” He shook his head. “Except for Ethan, I don’t trust any person not sitting at this table.”
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