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  To my super hero son. Anchors Aweigh, my boy, Anchors Aweigh. To my very own Superman. Thanks for being an amazing husband and father and thanks for believing in me.




  Thank you to all who helped shape this book along the way. Some in big measures, some in small, but each suggestion had an impact and I am so grateful for your time and knowledge. This story is for my kids whose unending enthusiasm for it kept me striving toward this day, when it can be shared with everyone keen for a fun story about good villains.




  Chapter 1




  Jeff admired the growth of the flames as they devoured wads of paper and fast food wrappers in the wire mesh trashcan. He slipped the book of matches into his pocket and sat back on his heels to admire his work. One side of the can merely smoldered, so he blew gently to fan the guttering flame. It reminded him of how blowing on Jasmine’s neck the night before had resulted in a lovely arch of her back. He growled a throaty sigh, remembering Jasmine’s blissful distraction as he nibbled her earlobe.




  “Hey!”




  Jeff glanced over his shoulder. A man, who looked like he belonged behind a desk in a downtown high rise, jogged toward him.




  “Ah, the sweet sounds of discipline.” Jeff stood, stuffed his fists in the front pockets of his jeans and shook the long bangs out of his eyes. He half expected the guy’s slick-soled business shoes to slip as he jogged across visitor parking. This was Jeff’s favorite part. Almost getting caught. When the guy was a baseball’s toss away, Jeff turned. He walked a couple steps then skipped up into a jog.




  “Kid, stop!”




  Jeff chuckled to himself and said, “Yeah, sure,” and loped across the soccer field.




  “Wait a minute.”




  Jeff stole a look over his shoulder. The guy was close even though he didn’t seem to be running very fast. Jeff grinned at him and increased his pace. A seven-foot tall chain link fence ringed in the far side of the field to prevent stray soccer balls from breaking the windows of passing cars on the street below. Jeff leaped onto the fence without slowing down and in two cat-like movements, launched himself over the top. He dropped to the ground as easily as if he were jumping around in a bounce house and landed on a hill pocked with gopher holes. He smoothly transitioned back into a sprint and dashed across the street, startling a lady driving an SUV.




  “Kid, hold up!”




  Jeff almost tripped; the guy was halfway across the street already. He smirked, finally a decent chase, but not for long. With little effort, Jeff stepped up to a blurring speed. He dashed up a peaceful street that ran perpendicular to the school, where kids rode bikes and ran through sprinklers. Jeff recognized one of the “good” kids from school, washing a ’57 step-side Chevy.




  “Sweet ride,” Jeff called out. The kid looked up at him, but then snapped his head to the left. That guy cannot be that close! Jeff looked over his shoulder to find the guy was only a house-length behind him. Holy crap, Batman. No one ever keeps up with me!




  For the first time in a long time, Jeff worried, but only a little. With a deep, fortifying breath he pumped his thigh muscles harder. He whizzed past houses so fast he doubted anyone would be able to describe him if they were asked to later. Tears streamed sideways from the force of the wind his speed created. He’d only started to breathe a bit more heavily than normal. Jeff was built to run.




  “Kid, hold on just a second.”




  Jeff stumbled but regained his footing again before becoming road rash. The guy sounded as if he was only a bus-length away. How can that be? No one runs as fast as I do. Jeff’s lungs constricted. An alien emotion, panic, budded in his chest. Stay focused. Controlled, deep breaths allowed calming oxygen into his lungs and up to his brain and Jeff’s airways opened fully again.




  Real speed required concentration. Jeff concentrated on his thigh muscles. Usually he only bothered to think about the front muscles in order to ignite his unusual speed, but this time he thought about the sinewy, sleek muscles that wrapped gracefully around the larger front muscles. He envisioned how the smaller muscles provided strength and support to the larger working muscle. He pictured that strength extending into his gluteus maximus to sustain a strong stride. The resulting speed was completely inhuman.




  The world became a blur of color. Luckily he’d run this route so many times that he knew it by rote. He turned up a street and ran a block before darting onto a trail that paralleled an irrigation canal. He hurdled the canal and then dashed off the trail, stirring up the scent of sage as he ran through the underbrush. In one fluid movement, Jeff vaulted over a cedar fence into a cul de sac. A block up was an old barn, incongruous in the modern suburban neighborhood, left by the original owners of the land after they’d sold the surrounding farmland.




  Jeff dashed into the cool shadows of the dilapidated barn. He immediately ran to the front corner of the building and pressed his eye to a knothole. Jeff sucked in his breath in surprise when he saw the guy jogging up the street toward the barn. The guy’s head cocked slightly as though he’d heard Jeff’s intake of air. Jeff slowly pulled enough air to fill his lungs and then held his breath.




  The guy slowed to a walk. A vacant expression made Jeff think the guy concentrated more with his ears than his eyes. He came to a stop in the middle of an intersection. A maze of streets stretched out in all directions, some ending in cul de sacs that led back to the walking trail. Jeff smirked at the frustration on the guy’s face as he realized Jeff could have run in any direction.




  Just then, the guy zeroed in on the barn. Jeff’s heart raced from the extra effort he’d put into the run and the adrenaline rush of hiding. He thought his chest might burst so he let his breath seep from his lungs. Slowly and quietly, he sipped in more and then held still. The guy must know this is the only place to hide. He’s gonna search the barn. Jeff didn’t much care if he got caught. No, that wasn’t right because he was never “caught” in the act; he was usually only observed. Then it became a matter of finding him later and providing witnesses. What would happen if this guy found him? Would he go straight to jail? The guy still gazed intently at the barn. Jeff wondered why he stood there instead of walking over to search it.




  Something entered the barn then. The dog that lived at the house padded over to Jeff, wagging his tail. Jeff automatically rubbed the top of the dog’s head and scratched the side of its face, but never took his eye off the guy.




  The guy watched and waited. Thirty seconds later, he furrowed his brow, pursed his lips and cursed. He turned and jogged back to the fence. With barely a squat, he leapt straight over, his feet just touching down on the top as he cleared the six-foot height with room to spare. Then he dropped out of sight on the other side.




  Jeff’s jaw dropped and the breath he’d been holding whooshed out. If he hadn’t seen it, even he wouldn’t have believed it. Jeff had to vault over, yet that guy cleared it in one jump like he was a white tail deer. Who was that guy? What was that guy?




  Jeff looked down at the smiling shepherd. “Hey, thanks for hiding me again, buddy.”




  Chapter 2




  Jeff lived less than a block from the barn. He sauntered down the winding street, kicking a pinecone in front of him. A little dog yipped and Jeff looked up expectantly. There she was. Tammy Jenner. Jeff swore he heard the angels exalt each time he saw her. Copper highlights sparked in her shoulder length brown hair, creating a halo around her head. She bent her swimsuit model body, scooped up the yipping dog and tucked it under her arm.




  Tipping her nose to the air, she did an impressive speed-walk up the driveway into the shadowed garage.




  Jeff whistled quietly as he watched her swaying rear-end disappear into the shadows. He knew every 16-year-old boy at Ransom High turned to jelly around Tammy, but Jeff really wished he would get over it. She was his only weakness in life. Nothing else got to him–except maybe Mother, but that was different.




  Case in point: he heard his parents’ shouting as he walked up the front walk so he leaned against the house and waited.




  “He needs something constructive to do!” Mother yelled.




  “He only has a couple summers of leisure left. Why take his childhood away from him?” Dad reasoned.




  Jeff smirked and whispered, “Go Dad!”




  “Because, he’s not using his time wisely; come on, Frank, we’ve had the cops at our door three times this summer.”




  “School’s going to start soon,” Frank soothed.




  “That doesn’t help! He cuts classes! He defaces the bathroom! Face it, Frank, Jeff is not a good kid,” his mother said.




  “Sarah, relax. Jeff is just experiencing teen angst. He’ll find an interest that will set him back on the straight and narrow soon.”




  “Frank, you are…ahhh!”




  Jeff heard Mother stomp up the stairs. Someday, she would win that argument and Jeff would find himself volunteering at the humane society shoveling dog shit. He waited a bit before he walked inside, hoping his dad wouldn’t know he’d been listening.




  “Hey, son,” Frank said as Jeff entered. “How’ve you been?”




  Jeff nodded and smiled. Jeff liked his dad despite his dorky, low-key approach to life. It wasn’t as if Jeff was high strung and driven like Mother, but his dad was like an über-dork. He wore knock-off Hawaiian shirts, the too-loud kind, baggy shorts and Birkenstocks. His graying blond hair was long and shaggy and a gold chain always hung around his neck. They lived in landlocked Ransom, Idaho and his dad looked like a surfer all year, even in the snow and cold. He owned a successful bike shop downtown and was a favorite personality among the locals. There was something compelling about a man who refused to wear pants in the winter.




  “You heard us, of course,” Frank said.




  Jeff repeated the nod and smiled.




  “Sorry, son. But don’t worry, I got your back, man.”




  Jeff smiled, shrugged, and walked into the kitchen. He dug through the pantry, pulled out a bag of chips and shoved a handful into his mouth. “Is Mother cooking tonight?” Jeff always stressed the “m” of mother when he talked about his own. Her seriousness and conformity demanded a capital M, like their last name, Mean.




  “Doubt it, kid. You’re on your own.”




  Frank went out into the garage where he had a small bike shop set up. Jeff shook his head. They wouldn’t see Dad again until he came in for bed.




  Sandra, Jeff’s little sister by only 11 months, trotted down the stairs. She patted Jeff’s cheek as she passed him. He snapped his face away. It annoyed the crap out of him that she always had to touch him whenever she passed. She pulled a highly-caffeinated soda out of the refrigerator.




  “Dressed up,” Jeff observed. “Going somewhere?”




  “I’ve got a date,” she said and grinned at him as she popped the top of the soda open. She had the same crooked grin as Jeff. While his grin melted the hearts of other parents, her grin worked at home. She also had the same moss-green eyes and the same brown hair as Jeff, but her hair was currently dyed black to match her thick eyeliner.




  Jeff lifted an eyebrow. “Right, you’ve got a date.”




  “I do!” Sandra picked up an empty bread wrapper from the counter, wadded it up and threw it at him. Jeff let it fall to the floor.




  “Mother would love to hear that. Let me get her.” Jeff smirked as he pictured Sandra on the receiving end of a Mother tirade.




  “What Mom doesn’t know…” Sandra shrugged and walked to the door. “See ya, bro.”




  Jeff watched the door close behind his sister. He rolled his eyes and shook his head. Sandra was every bit as much trouble as he was, but his parents were so focused on him that they didn’t notice the delinquent direction their precious Sandy-girl was headed.




  Jeff looked in the fridge for a quick, easy meal and found nothing. Back to the pantry again, he shoved another handful of chips into his mouth, ignoring the crumbs that fell to the floor. He grabbed an individual serving of applesauce and a cereal bar. “Dinner is served.”




  He fell onto the couch, pulled the foil off the top of the applesauce and poured it into his mouth. He turned on the television and flicked through the channels. A picture of the front of Ransom High caught his attention and he stopped on that channel.




  “Fire officials responded to a call at Ransom High at 5:05 this evening. There were reports of a trash container in front of the school fully engulfed in flames. We are sending a reporter to the scene and will bring you more information on our 11 o’clock broadcast.”




  Jeff grimaced. That guy would probably give a good description to the cops. At least of Jeff’s backside, he’d followed him long enough. Wait a minute. Why did the guy chase him instead of stopping to put the fire out or call the fire department? 5:05? Jeff would guess that was about the time he’d dashed into the barn. So the guy didn’t make the call. It was as if the guy didn’t care about the fire at all. Who was that guy? What was that guy? Jeff shivered.




  Mother walked into the room looking severe and stormy. Jeff shivered again.




  “Have you done your dishes?” she snapped.




  “Geez, I just got home,” he said.




  “Look at this place. The health department is going to come down on us soon. I work all day; I am not coming home to clean up after your lazy butt at night. I want you to clean the kitchen and that includes sweeping and mopping.”




  Jeff groaned.




  Chapter 3




  “What were you doing at the high school during summer vacation, Mr. Sims?”




  Mr. Sims squirmed in his chair. The office was too brightly lit. The walls were stark. “Well, I had stopped there to eat. I figured since it’s summer vacation, it would be a quiet place to sit and read while I ate.”




  “Then you noticed the boy,” said Tubs, his interrogator, whose black, beady eyes stared at Mr. Sims without blinking.




  “Yes, sir, I noticed him all right. He was like a beacon of energy!”




  “What did you do then, Mr. Sims?” Tubs asked. His meaty hand curled around a pencil as he noted Mr. Sims responses.




  “Well, I got out of my car and jogged over. I called to him and he stood up.”




  “What was he doing, Mr. Sims?”




  The scratching of the pencil made Mr. Sims nervous. “He was starting a fire in the waste can.”




  “How did he start the fire?”




  “The traditional way, with paper and matches,” Mr. Sims said.




  “Then what made you notice him, Mr. Sims?”




  “When he blew on the fire, sir. That’s when I noticed him.”




  Tubs stared at Mr. Sims at length, considering his answer. “Hmm. What happened then, Mr. Sims?”




  “Well, at first I thought he was just going to wait for me. He stood there very relaxed as I approached. But then he turned and ran. He climbed over a fence and ran into a neighborhood.”




  “You followed, of course,” Tubs clarified.




  “Yes, sir. I stayed with him for a while. He seemed surprised that I was able to. He moved real fast, sir. Almost like he knew how to do it. But his jumping wasn’t very developed.”




  “How did you lose him, Mr. Sims?”




  Tub’s pencil paused while he waited for the answer. Somehow the intense attention made Mr. Sims more nervous, like he might give the wrong answer. “Well, sir, I suspect it was because he knew the neighborhood better than me.”




  “Did you look for him, Mr. Sims? Listen for him?”




  “Yes, sir, of course I did. I thought he was hiding in an old barn, but a dog wandered into the barn and didn’t bark so I figured he wasn’t there. By that time he could have been blocks away if he was still running.”




  “I see, Mr. Sims. Well, thank you for your report. I’ll get it typed up and on file. Someone may contact you for more details.”




  “Um, sir?”




  “Yes, Mr. Sims?” Tubs made a great show of gathering his meager belongings. It was obvious he wanted to leave.




  “Sir, I think he may have known I was listening.”




  Tubs stopped his obsessive piling and straightening and stared at Mr. Sims. “How do you mean?”




  “Well, I thought I heard him breathing, but a bird flew by me. As soon as the bird passed it was completely quiet. Too quiet, you know? If he’d still been running I think I would have heard it. If he’d been hiding I’d definitely have heard him.”




  “Was the boy hiding himself?” Tubs asked, leaning forward with interest.




  “I’m not sure. But I wonder.” Mr. Sims hesitated and chewed his thumbnail.




  Tubs blinked at Mr. Sims. “What, Mr. Sims, what do you wonder?”




  “Well, I wonder if he was…um…cloaking his breathing. Instinctively, maybe.”




  Tubs scowled. “That’s not an instinctive skill, Mr. Sims.”




  Mr. Sims sputtered. “Well, it is only a su…sups…an observation, sir!”




  “Hmmm.” Tubs picked up his small stack of belongings and walked out of the stark interrogation room. The hollow metal door banged closed behind him.




  Chapter 4




  Jeff kept a low profile that week, hanging out at a buddy’s house most of the time. He hoped not to be home when the cops paid a visit. But with no sign of them by the end of the week he started to suspect that the guy hadn’t reported the incident after all. Strange, but good.




  He chided himself for his growing paranoia. If he hadn’t known better, he’d have thought he was the star of a new reality TV show. Yet, when he tried to find the cameras or a director, there was never anyone around. Feeling scrutinized successfully dissuaded him from causing any trouble all week. But the itch burned in his fingers. He chuckled to himself. Burned was an appropriate description.




  Jeff looked up at the sliver of night sky visible between the two buildings. Completely black, no stars, no moon. Large floodlights lit the alley, which ran between the grocery store and the oversized frou-frou store that sold bedding and bath accessories. Jeff knew from experience that he could dart out of the alley and disappear into the apartment complex across the street—quick, like a bunny.




  Holding his breath against the stink, Jeff lifted the lid of the dumpster. He tossed his head to flip the shock of hair that always fell forward out of his face. He froze and peered around the alley. He thought he heard a foot scuff along the ground. Nothing. He drew a packet of matches out of his pocket. His heart raced with the thrill of knowing a fire was coming. His fingertips tingled with excitement. So much so that the book of matches fumbled out of his grip and fell to the ground. He squatted to pick it up just as the back door of the grocery store opened. Jeff wedged himself between the dumpster and the wall, annoyed at the interruption.




  The person tossed a couple bags of trash into the dumpster and then closed the lid. To Jeff’s dismay, he lit a cigarette. Jeff rolled his eyes and stifled a moan. His fingers tingled; he thought he saw them spark. He turned his palms up and frowned at his fingertips. Even in the shadowy light he could see the tips were red and swollen and splotched with angry white spots. He touched a fingertip to the inside of his arm and hissed in surprise at the red-welted burn mark left behind.




  The heavy metal door of the grocery store banged shut. Leveraging himself between the wall and the dumpster, Jeff pushed the dumpster away enough to stand. In the better lighting he studied his fingertips. Was he imagining the pulsating? He raised his hand level to his eyes. Sure enough, the tips of his fingers throbbed gently. But that wasn’t all. A thin wisp of smoke rose from each one. Jeff’s heart skipped a beat and his breath tripped around, trying to escape his lungs.




  “I’m gonna combust!” Jeff’s voice bounced around the empty alley reminding him how very alone he was. “What the hell am I supposed to do with this?”




  He stared at his smoking, pulsating fingers. The distended tips ached and smoldered.




  “Just let it out, kid.”




  Jeff gasped as the woman who’d spoken appeared out of nowhere in the alley. The petite woman, dressed in slacks and a polo shirt, approached Jeff. She didn’t look threatening, but he’d seen her appear out of thin air so he suspected there was more to her than her small stature indicated.




  “Just let it out,” she repeated. She stared at his fingers still held out in front of him. “Or you’ll end up scorching yourself.”




  She grabbed the lid of the dumpster and flung it upward. Jeff winced when it banged against the wall. “This is what you wanted to do anyway, right? Just do it.”




  She stepped away from the open dumpster and looked between him and it expectantly.




  Jeff’s fingers ached more. It was as if there was some sort of homing signal drawing the heat from his fingers to the piles of trash inside the dumpster.




  “Turn your palms toward the trash can or you’ll end up raining fire all over yourself,” the lady said.




  “What?” Jeff looked at her in amazement. How did she know what he’d been planning?




  “Hurry!” She leapt at him and fumbled with his wrists, trying to force his palms toward the dumpsters.




  Jeff’s resistance was natural, but the result was to his detriment. She’d succeeded in turning the palm of his left hand toward the dumpster. Unfortunately his right hand was only half turned when flames erupted from his hands.




  Jeff watched the light show in awe. He’d seen fire emit from his very own fingers. Flames showered onto the dumpster, setting the contents ablaze. Had he fallen asleep behind the dumpster? Was this all only a dream? The woman seemed real. As a matter of fact, she was still trying to force his right hand around enough so that the inferno was no longer directed toward his left hand.




  “Holy ssssmokes!” Jeff said. The fire went out.




  He gawked at his left hand in disbelief. What should have been a charred stump now glowed red. A burning, blistering feeling erupted under the skin. The pain intensified. His face contorted and a couple nasty words escaped his mouth. The woman stepped back from him, a sympathetic look on her face. Jeff doubled over as the pain seared his hand.




  “I’ll be right back,” the woman said just before disappearing into thin air.




  “If this is a dream, it shouldn’t hurt so much, should it?” Jeff asked himself.




  Seconds later the backdoor of the store opened and the woman stepped out, carrying a large bag of ice. She plopped it on the ground at Jeff’s feet and tore the top open. “Here.”




  Jeff stared at her, cradling his shiny red hand.




  She rolled her eyes and huffed at him. Then she grabbed the wrist of the throbbing hand and plunged it into the bag of ice.




  The relief was instant and ecstatic for Jeff. He plopped onto the ground with a goofy grin on his face.




  “Oh no you don’t,” the woman said. “We’ve got to get out of here before the fire department comes.”




  “Huh?”




  She nodded toward the dumpster. Ten-foot tall flames shot out of the metal box, blackening the cinderblock wall behind it. Jeff’s jaw dropped in awe.




  “Bring the bag; let’s go.” The woman disappeared again, but this time in a blur as she ran at inhuman speed out of the alley. Jeff stared stupidly after her. She blurred back into the alley and stopped in front of him; her brown hair wind blown and ratted as if she’d been riding in a convertible. “Let’s go, kid.”




  The wail of sirens approached.




  “Oh, right,” Jeff said and clutched the bag of ice against his stomach, his injured hand still plunged well within.




  They moved so fast it was hard to follow the woman. She slowed down and ran just in front of him. Being able to see her clearly while the houses, trees and cars blurred passed made him nauseous. He concentrated so hard on keeping pace with her that he didn’t pay attention to where they were going.




  At last they came to a stop behind a large warehouse. The woman typed a code onto a keypad next to a heavy metal door. A loud “thunk” echoed through the dark as the lock clicked open. She held the door for Jeff and motioned him through. Jeff hesitated. He had no idea where they were, who this woman was, and no idea who else might be inside the building. Everything was happening too fast. He looked down at the bag of ice his hand was buried in. She seemed to understand what was happening better than he did, though. And she had tried to help.




  “Um, maybe I should just go home,” Jeff said.




  The woman smiled and chuckled ironically. “Look. You need help. You have no clue what’s happening to you. We can help.”




  Jeff’s eyes widened. There were more people in the building, as he suspected. He backed up and turned away. “I don’t think so. It’s late; I gotta get going.”




  He headed toward the street light on the corner, hoping he’d recognize where he was by the street names.




  “Jeff, you can’t do this on your own.”




  He froze and gaped at the woman who still held the door open. “How do you know my name?”




  “Let me at least treat the burns before you go. I’ll explain things to you while I fix up your hand, okay?”




  Jeff looked up at the nondescript building. He looked around at the other buildings in the area, but nothing gave him a clue as to where they were. His hand throbbed despite the ice glove and the melting ice had soaked the front of his shirt and jeans. Other than her wind-blown hair, nothing about the woman looked other than normal. But he knew she was just as not normal as he was and she knew what it was all about.




  “Okay, you can fix my hand and you can tell me what’s going on with me while you do it. And then you’ll let me go home, right?” Jeff asked.




  “If you still want to, you can go home.”




  “If I still want to?”




  “This way, kid.”




  Chapter 5




  The woman led him down brightly lit hallways. They passed several closed doors and some darkened windows, but no people. It was about 11:00 p.m., so Jeff guessed that the place was probably busier during the day.




  They entered a room that looked like an examining room at a doctor’s office.




  “Have a seat, kid.” She indicated a long padded table covered with white paper, where a patient could lay down if need be. She walked over to a row of cabinets and pulled out gauze, salve and a spray bottle and set them on the counter nearest Jeff.




  “Are you a doctor?” he asked.




  “No, but I’ve been a patient enough times to know how to treat this type of wound.” She slid Jeff’s hand out of the bag of ice and set the dripping bag into the sink. “Does it hurt?”




  Jeff nodded. “A lot.”




  “People call me Pyro.” She misted Jeff’s hand with the solution in the spray bottle and an immediate numbing sensation settled the throbbing.




  “I have fire too,” Pyro continued. “They say it’s unusual, but I have a theory.”




  “You mean you can do what I did?” Jeff noticed little creases around Pyro’s eyes and mouth. Her small size had led him to believe she was younger. Now that he really looked at her, he guessed she was Mother’s age.




  “I can. That’s how I recognized that you were losing control of it. I’m sorry I couldn’t avoid this.” She indicated his glowing red hand. “You’re strong. Even for an S.V.”




  He flinched as she rubbed the salve on the hand. The pain was bearable from the numbing spray, but it still smarted when she touched it. “What’s an S.V.?”




  Pyro paused and looked Jeff directly in the eyes. “Super villain.”




  Jeff snorted.




  Pyro’s expression didn’t change.




  He rolled his eyes. “Yeah right. I’m a super villain.”




  Pyro continued to stare as if willing him to believe what she’d just said.




  Jeff thought about his inhuman speed, his delinquent behavior and his now improved pyromania. His stomach lurched as the truth hit like a lead weight. “I’m a super villain.”




  Pyro nodded, but continued to stare intently.




  A sudden burst of anger swelled inside him. “How the hell does that happen? How does someone like me get so lucky?”




  Pyro’s expression didn’t change by Jeff’s outburst. She didn’t flinch or back away.




  “Wait a minute,” Jeff glared at Pyro as intently, “why were you watching me? How did you know my name? How did you know I have special abilities?”




  Jeff looked around the utilitarian room. An uneasiness settled in his stomach. Why was he here with this woman anyway? Pyro looked like a mother waiting for her two-year-old to stop throwing a tantrum and that stoked his anger again. He sucked in a deep breath and jammed his eyes closed. Replaying the events by the dumpster in his head, he remembered the sensation of fire erupting from his fingers. That was not normal. He needed help and Pyro knew how to help him. With a slow deep breath, Jeff filled his lungs and expanded his stomach. He held it for a few calming seconds before letting it out slowly.




  Control over his anger was tenuous, but at least he felt he had some. “So, why were you watching me?”




  Pyro grabbed the gauze and wrapped Jeff’s hand while she explained that they’d learned about Jeff when he’d set fire to the trash can at the high school.




  “Oh, the guy chasing me was an S.V. too, huh? That’s why he was wicked fast and leapt over fences in a single bound.” Jeff winced as she wrapped his tender fingers. He spoke through gnashed teeth. “But how did you find me again? I lost him that day.”




  “We all have special abilities. Some of us are trackers. S.V.’s have easy to detect energy sources. Especially untrained S.V.’s. Once a tracker located you, I took over and I’ve been trailing you since.” Pyro finished wrapping and put everything away. “I have a question for you, kid.”




  “’Kay,” Jeff answered with caution. He wasn’t sure he’d have any answers.




  “How long have you known about your abilities?”




  “The only thing I’ve known about, until today, was my speed.” Jeff shrugged. “I guess I’ve always known about that. I don’t use it around other people ’cause they freaked out in the first grade when I zipped across the playground.”




  “What do you mean ‘freaked out’?”




  “The kids and the teachers treated me like a circus act or an alien after that. I don’t even think the kids remember why they’re afraid of me anymore.” Jeff hung his head and stared at the floor. “I really am different though? After all these years, I find out those kids are right? I am a freak of nature.”




  Pyro leaned back against the counter with a far away look on her face. “I didn’t have it that bad because my first ability didn’t show up until freshman year in high school. It was the first signs of my fire and it came in handy. Tim Malone and I were kissing and I heated up more than normal. I didn’t know it, being new at the whole necking thing, but Tim did. He thought it was cool, until I burned him of course. After that no guy would get near me.”




  “Um, why do you consider that handy?” Jeff asked.




  Pyro looked at him and smiled. “Because it was easy to say goodbye to the place when the time came.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Follow me.”




  Pyro led Jeff down another series of bright hallways with closed doors. The building seemed a never-ending maze to Jeff and it unnerved him that he wouldn’t be able to find his way to an exit. At last, Pyro stopped with her hand on the knob of a door. She turned back toward Jeff and said, “You aren’t alone, kid.”




  She swung the door open with a flourish and indicated for Jeff to go inside. He stepped into the doorway and stopped. They were in some sort of gymnasium. Kids ranging from about 12 to 18 years old were hard at work testing their athleticism in a freak show sort of way. A girl did chin-ups at twice the speed of a top Olympian. A boy ran across a high wire. The most beautiful girl Jeff had ever laid eyes on leaned against the wall across the room. Jeff tore his eyes from her when an oddly shaped ball soared over the heads of the kids. Two boys enjoyed a game of catch. At least Jeff thought the sneers on their faces indicated enjoyment. Suddenly a head popped out of the ball.




  “Come on, you wimps, get further apart.”




  Jeff’s stomach lurched when he realized the ball was a contorted girl.




  In the far corner of the gym a couple of kids were involved in extreme wresting. Jeff watched one kid leap six feet off the ground and pile drive the other kid into the thick stack of mats. He thought they’d have a future in WWE if the super villain thing didn’t pan out for them. Jeff’s gaze wandered back to the beautiful redhead. She smiled at him and his stomach fluttered.




  Pyro nudged Jeff into the gym and let the door close. “Each S.V. has at least one prominent ability. Most of us are faster and stronger than the average human, but there are a few that are faster or stronger than the average S.V. There are also those of us who have fire as well as those who have ice. You can usually find an S.V. with a complementary ability to yours.” Pyro pointed at a dark haired girl standing in the center of the room.




  The girl had a large bucket in front of her. Her face was contorted with concentration, but Jeff couldn’t see anything happening. Then all at once a geyser of water burst toward the ceiling and it fell back down on the assemblage in a misty rain. The girl’s face broke into an exultant smile as the dripping kids groaned and grumbled around her.




  “Wow, that’s really hard to do,” Pyro said, “break an element into so many little particles. She’ll have a headache later.”




  A nondescript boy, tall and lanky with hair the same sandy color as his skin, approached the girl. He smiled at her as they talked, but the girl stood stiff with a forced smile. All the dripping kids eyed him nervously. A puddle on the floor near the boy gradually receded. The kids’ clothes stiffened as though dried on a clothesline. When everything around him was dry, the sand-colored boy clapped the girl on the back and returned to sit alone, on the bleachers.




  “Who’s that?” Jeff asked.




  “They call him Desert Storm. Besides his evaporation skills, he can also create a wicked sand storm. When he’s near sand, of course.”




  “Why is he all alone?”




  “He doesn’t have reliable control over his power yet. If he gets too excited, he’ll drain someone’s body of its moisture and leave a shriveled corpse behind. He’s loads better than when he first got here. We used to have to keep him sequestered and teach him through a loud speaker.” Pyro indicated a girl who stood away from the pandemonium. “Hush, over there, has the ability to shut people up. She seals all orifices at once, rendering those around her not only silent, but blind and unable to breathe as well. Dangerous.”




  “Why is she here at all?” Jeff was horrified that they were all put in such danger.




  “She used to panic and forget how to ‘open’ people back up again. Now she has a better understanding of the ‘undo’ process than she used to. So, she can at least be in the same room, just can’t interact yet. It distracts her and she might unwillingly seal everybody up.”




  Pyro pointed to a boy who sat on the edge of a chair, tapping his feet and drumming his fingers on his thighs. “Beat Feet, I suspect, is ADHD. He can’t concentrate long enough to hold off his ability either.”




  “What can he do?” Jeff asked.




  “He can make you dance or run. He controls feet. When he gets a handle on his ability it will come in handy out on the streets.”




  Jeff opened his mouth to ask what she meant, but was interrupted by the approach of a stern looking man.




  “Is this your hoodlum?” The man’s gravelly voice raised the hair on the back of Jeff’s neck. Or maybe it was the cocky smirk and the term “hoodlum”.




  Pyro nodded, eyeing him coolly. She said to Jeff, “Tubs oversees recruitment.”




  Jeff almost smiled at Pyro’s aloof attitude toward Tubs. “What are you recruiting for?”




  “Not very quick, are you?” Tubs sneered. Then he spoke slowly and clearly as if Jeff were foreign. “This is an academy. I recruit super villains for the academy.”




  Jeff looked at Pyro, then back at Tubs. “You’re trying to recruit me?”




  “Ooo, the kid catches on.”




  Jeff scoffed. “You’re gonna teach me how to be a super villain?”




  “That’s what we do, kid,” Tubs said. “We want to teach you how to be bad, well.”




  “Look,” Pyro said, “here at S.V.A., you learn how to be really good at being really bad. And after watching you all week, I suspect you’re a natural.”




  Chapter 6




  As Jeff watched the kids practicing, their actions took on new meaning. They weren’t just trying to develop their abilities to their full potential; they were doing it with intent and malice. They wanted to know just how bad they could really be. Jeff wasn’t a good person and didn’t fool himself by saying he was. However, he wasn’t evil. Were these people evil? Pyro didn’t seem to be.




  “What happened to his hand?” Tubs asked Pyro.




  “His fire came on.”




  “I knew he had it. You couldn’t get to him in time?” Tubs glared at Pyro like she’d broken his Ming vase.




  Pyro answered without expression. “I was right there with him, but he was too strong for me.”




  Did Jeff imagine Tubs salivating?




  “Too strong?” Tubs rocked back on his heels. “Wonderful.”




  “I’m alright, thanks.” Jeff waved his bandaged hand in front of Tubs. “Your concern is touching.”




  Tubs turned his nasty sneer on Jeff. A wave of despair washed over him. He stared back at Tubs as his self confidence crumbled. Jeff compared himself to the taller, stronger man and realized he’d never be his equal. As a matter of fact, Jeff knew he wasn’t worthy of standing in his presence. Jeff was nothing but a worm, a lowly, pathetic specimen.




  “Lay off him, Tubs,” Pyro snarled.




  Tubs sniffed deeply and the doomed feeling faded, leaving Jeff mentally exhausted and confused.




  “Lesson number one,” Tubs said. His lip curled in disgust at Jeff. “Don’t challenge an S.V. until you know their strengths and their weaknesses.”




  Tubs spun on his heel and marched across the gym.




  Jeff twined his fingers in his hair and massaged his head, trying to ease the confusion and vulnerability he felt.




  “Sorry about that, kid.” Pyro studied Jeff. Her eyebrows pulled together and she gnawed on her lip. “You don’t have any barriers. Most S.V.’s come to us with low defenses, but some. You’ve got nothing.”




  “How can you tell?”




  “Love Bug’s been vamping you from across the room this whole time. You can’t keep your eyes off her.” Pyro scowled at the girl who smiled demurely and waved.




  “Well, she’s gorgeous!” Jeff ogled her openly now that his attraction was out.




  “Actually, she’s not. Her ability is psychic, like Tubs. She’s got you seeing whatever it is that you find attractive and she’s locked a beacon on you something fierce.” Pyro huffed. “It’s like you’re…human.”




  Jeff blinked to break the spell he felt tying him to Love Bug. “Wait a minute. Aren’t I human?”




  The pull from across the room was strong and alluring. Jeff fought the desire to be near Love Bug, but he was running low on arguments why he should stay with Pyro.




  “Bug, stop!” Pyro’s outburst hushed the chaos in the room.




  All of a sudden the pull from across the room vanished. Jeff blinked. “What the…” Gone were the wavy strawberry blonde curls and pine forest eyes. Instead Love Bug had limp, drab, blonde hair and indistinguishable eye color. Her dress didn’t even fit the same. What had been perky, pink ruffles framing an enticing neckline were now child-like, floppy and sadly out of place.




  “Let’s get out of here.” Pyro yanked the gym door open. It banged against the wall and Jeff barely scooted through behind her before it slammed shut again.




  “Why are you so mad?” Jeff had to jog to keep up with Pyro as she strode down the hall.




  “It is a rule that the students aren’t supposed to use their abilities on each other unless directly involved in training.” Pyro opened a door, flipped on a light and led Jeff into a small meeting room.




  “What’s that saying?” Jeff asked. “No honor among thieves.”




  Pyro opened her mouth as if to protest, but then shut it again. “Have a seat. Let’s talk about what you are and what we can do for you.”




  Uncharacteristic nerves knotted and tensed through Jeff as he sat. He had always known that he was different, but he hadn’t thought it meant anything special. Was being a super villain special? Maybe not, but it gave a title or explanation to him beyond “delinquent.” Jeff grimaced. Tubs had called him a hoodlum. So maybe this really wasn’t special after all.




  “What’s wrong?” Pyro asked.




  “I guess I’m not comfortable being something. I’ve never aspired to do much of anything and it seems like a lot of pressure to suddenly learn I’m supposedly a super villain and that I have to learn how to do it right.”




  “You don’t have to do anything, kid. You are what you are. We are just here for you if you want to learn how to do more.” Pyro leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. “Let me start closer to the beginning. Once upon a time…”




  Jeff curled his lip and grunted. “You’re kidding, right?”




  “Yes, I am. This is no fairytale.”




  “How many of us are there? Is this the only school or are they everywhere? What happens if I decide not to get training?”




  “Whoa, boy! Rein in the questions. I’ll get to them.” Pyro’s foot bobbed as she studied Jeff. “I don’t usually recruit. I work in administration, a fundraiser. They asked me to take you on because they suspected you had fire. So let’s start there.”




  Pyro explained Mr. Sims initial encounter with Jeff and how he’d reported to Tubs. “That’s when Tubs got me involved. See, Sims felt your S.V. energy when you blew to fan the flames. Since you were playing with fire, Tubs suspected you had it and he knows that fire is a dangerous new ability and best taught by someone with experience. You know, when I first saw you, kid, I thought they were making way more of it than was needed. You were hanging out with your friends. Giving your sister a hard time. Taking out the trash like a good son, but there was nothing about you that struck me as special. Or even super for that matter. But then you did something that changed my mind completely.”




  Jeff sat up straight in his chair then slouched back down again. He felt very conflicted hearing that Pyro had been shadowing him for so long and he hadn’t even known it. “What? What did I do?”




  “You blew out a match.”




  Jeff frowned. “How could blowing fire out prove I have fire in me?”




  “It didn’t. You have fire in your hands, just like I do.” Pyro raised her right hand, palm up. Her fingertips were already swollen and throbbing. A spark emitted from each finger and flowed together in the center of her palm. A marble sized ball of fire ebbed and crackled in the middle of her hand. She studied it. “When you learn control, you’ll be able to start fires whenever you want. But what is unique about you, is you will also be able to douse them.”




  Pyro held the fireball in front of Jeff. “Blow.”




  Jeff shrugged and blew on the fire as if extinguishing birthday candles. A thin frost doused the flame and coated Pyro’s hand. Jeff blinked, thinking he was seeing things. He scraped a finger through the frost on her palm and touched it to his tongue. Cold and wet.




  Pyro wiped her hand on her pants leg. “Fire and ice. I can’t even begin to imagine how you do that. But, Jeff, I can tell you no one has ever had opposing elements. Ever.”




  Jeff held his hand in front of his mouth and huffed. His breath felt warm, normal. “I don’t even know how I did that.”




  Pyro smiled. “That’s normal. Most S.V.’s come to us completely ignorant of how their abilities work. Heck, most abilities aren’t even revealed until after training starts. You seem to have a great understanding of your speed, but you said you got that really young so I’m guessing that’s why. Your strength is undeveloped; your fire and ice are completely new to you. Who knows what else you’ll discover.”




  A headache seemed to take residence while Pyro listed Jeff’s known abilities. He hoped he had no others. “But what are they for? Just so I can commit petty crimes my whole life? What’s the sense in that?”




  “Jeff, you don’t have to make that decision right away either. Just like any normal kid, you go to school to learn what you are best at. Then you decide how to use it in life.” Pyro leaned forward as if she was ready to get up. “Look, it’s late. You can stay here tonight or you can go home and think about it.”




  “I think I’ll go home, thanks.” Jeff stood. “Um, but where are we exactly?”




  “New Berlin.”




  “What? That means we ran like…”




  “30 miles.” Pyro stood and smoothed the front of her pants. Except for the windblown look of her hair, Jeff would never have guessed this woman had played with fire, administered first aid and had run more than a marathon at full speed. He, on the other hand, looked every bit the worse for the wear. His left hand was bandaged. His clothes were smudged and dirty from hiding behind a dumpster and still uncomfortably damp from his impromptu ice pack.




  “How will I explain this to my parents?” Jeff stared at his mummified hand.




  “Did you see them after work today?” Pyro asked.




  “No, I left before they got home.”




  “Say it happened during the day. Be vague. It’ll only take a couple days to heal.” Pyro led the way down the hall. She grinned. “I’ll run you home.”




  Chapter 7




  Jeff deftly climbed the trellis and pulled himself onto the overhang. He crept like a cat burglar to his bedroom window and quietly slid it open. He never locked his bedroom window for this reason. One day Mother would realize that the only consistently clean surface in his room was the footlocker just under the window that he used to step in and out.




  His bedroom door stood open. The upstairs was pitch black, but light filtered up the staircase and he could hear the recognizable music of Gone With The Wind. Jeff rolled his eyes. Mother always stayed up late watching romantic movies. He switched on the lamp next to his bed and surveyed the mound of clothes covering his bed. Good, he could easily have been lost under that pile.




  He trotted down the stairs, rubbing his face with his good hand for dramatic effect. “Darn, I guess I slept right through dinner.”




  Mother gasped. “Jeffrey, you scared the living daylights out of me. I didn’t know you were home.”




  “Sorry.” Jeff went into the kitchen and stared at the contents of the refrigerator. He called out to the living room. “What did I miss?”




  “Chicken and rice. I saved two separate servings for you and your sister. Yours is in the yellow container. It’s bigger than Sandra’s.”




  “Thanks, Mother.” Jeff grabbed the container and popped the lid. He put it in the microwave to heat and went back to the fridge to grab a sports drink.




  “Where’s Sandra?” Jeff asked.




  “She ended up spending the night at Tracy’s.”




  The microwave beeped, so Jeff stirred the food and replaced the lid and set it for another minute. “Dad asleep?”




  “Yep.”




  Jeff heard the telltale clink of Mother’s wine glass on the side table. He looked at the clock. 1:00 a.m. Late even for Mother. “Movie almost over?”




  “Yep.”




  The microwave beeped again so Jeff grabbed his food and a fork, stuffed the sports drink under his arm and was about to dash up to his room.




  “Jeffrey, what did you do to your hand?” Mother blinked repeatedly, a habit she had when she was thinking.




  “Just burned it making lunch. It’ll be okay. Goodnight.” Jeff dashed up the first few steps before Mother stopped him.




  “Wait a minute, young man. Maybe I should look at it. You’ve wrapped it up quite a bit there; it must be serious.”




  “Oh, I just got carried away. Sorry for wasting so much gauze. I don’t want to waste more by unwrapping it. It doesn’t even hurt anymore. I overreacted.” Jeff smiled his most boyish smile, the only thing that seemed to melt Mother’s ice core. “I’ll be all right.”




  “Well, I’ll look at it tomorrow then.” Mother looked genuinely concerned.




  “Thanks,” Jeff said. “Um, goodnight.”




  Back in his room, Jeff inhaled his dinner. He was tempted to go back downstairs for Sandra’s serving, but he hadn’t heard Mother go to bed yet.




  “Man, running 60 miles in a day leaves you hungry!” Jeff told Pucker as he set his dirty dish on the dresser next to her fishbowl. Pucker flapped her fluttery orange fins in response. “If swimming is anything like running then I have a new-found respect for you. You never stop.”




  Jeff dropped a couple extra flakes of food on the scum-covered water. Pucker managed to eat them and spit the scum out. Jeff nodded his approval. “Talented and bulletproof.”




  Tossing aside the clothes he’d worn the day before, Jeff plopped onto his beanbag chair and grabbed his electric guitar. He balanced the neck of the guitar on his bandaged hand and plucked out a tuneless song. Without the amp the sound was thin and tinny, made even worse because of the lack of notes and chords. Jeff didn’t hear it anyway. A barrage of images flashed through his mind. Fire erupting from his own fingers. Pyro fading into thin air. The contorted girl’s head popping out to taunt the boys into tossing her further. The gorgeous Love Bug melting into the plain Love Bug. Shivers went down his spine at the memory of the utter despair he’d felt when Tubs did his psycho number on him.




  “What the hell am I gonna do?” Out of habit, Jeff spoke to Pucker. She floated in his direction, looking down at him from her perch on his dresser. Suddenly she represented everything that used to be innocent in Jeff’s life. Freshman year. Homecoming. Some girl Jeff didn’t even know walked up to him in the hall and shyly shoved a fishbowl at him. The note taped to the bowl said, “You’re the only fish in the sea for me.” He flat out refused to go to a dance with a girl he didn’t know. In hindsight that was a foolish decision because now she’s hot, but won’t even look at him. He was pissed having to carry that fish around with him all day. But once he’d gotten it home and it had stared at him for a couple days, it’d grown on him. It always looked ready to kiss, so he decided it was a girl and called her Pucker. He rarely gave her fresh water and frequently forgot to feed her, yet almost two years later she was still around. “Bulletproof, that’s what I should’ve named you.”




  Jeff set his guitar aside and squished himself into the beanbag. He propped his head against the wall and his legs sprawled forward over sheet music, strewn clothing, shoes and various jewel cases from his CD collection. “I’m a frickin’ super villain. I don’t even know what to do with that.”




  Minutes later, Jeff was asleep.




  He woke late in the morning with sore muscles either from running sixty miles or from sleeping in his beanbag chair. Maybe both. He cracked open the window to air out his stuffy room before going downstairs to pillage the pantry. Jeff couldn’t remember ever feeling so empty of sustenance before.




  “Your house has the oddest vibe,” Pyro said as soon as Jeff got to the bottom of the stairs.




  He jumped, banged his elbow on the corner of the wall, swore under his breath and glared at Pyro. “What are you doing here?”




  “Not a very nice greeting, kid. And again, I must remark on your lack of defenses. Astounding.”




  “Oh, I’m supposed to just know you’re here?” Jeff ran the fingers of his good hand through his hair, oddly self-conscious that he wore the same clothes as the day before.




  “You should pick up something when another S.V. is around. No senses, no defenses. Weird.” Pyro eyed him. “You really should take better care of yourself.”




  She went into the kitchen and pulled out eggs, onion, cheese, bread and butter. She deftly chopped onions and melted butter in a small fry pan. While the onions softened, she whipped together four eggs and some milk and poured them into the pan. The aroma made Jeff groan. The omelet bubbled and popped on the stove, the bread toasted and Pyro shredded cheese. As the finishing touch, she melted the cheese in the fold of the omelet, slid it onto a plate and served it with buttered toast.




  “Have you thought about what you want to do?” she asked as Jeff made short work of the meal.




  “Not really. I fell asleep,” Jeff said.




  She took his plate, rinsed it and put it in the dishwasher. Then she did the same with the dishes stacked in the sink.




  “You don’t have to do that, Pyro.”




  “I know I don’t. It’s a nervous habit. Look, we didn’t talk about what would happen here if you decided to pursue training with us.”




  “Here? You mean my house?” Jeff hadn’t thought about that aspect at all. He probably couldn’t just walk up to his parents and tell them he was a super villain and would be attending a special academy to learn how to be good at being bad.




  “Yeah, that’s usually the biggest problem for S.V.’s. Some have to just run away from home.” Pyro looked around the kitchen. “I think your parents would probably be too upset if you did, though.”




  “What makes you say that?”




  “Yellow gingham curtains. Photos stuck to the fridge.”




  “Yeah, I guess they would. Dad would.” Jeff remembered Mother’s concern over his hand last night. “Maybe Mother, too.”




  “The academy has done the recruitment gag in the past. You know, ‘your son has been chosen to attend this super special school.’ But visits are restricted. I mean, if you choose to pursue training, you mostly cut yourself off from your current life.”




  “Meaning, family?” Jeff asked.




  “Yeah.”




  “And friends?”




  “Uh huh.”




  Jeff sighed and leaned against the counter. Pyro wiped off the counter tops and pushed him out of the way. Jeff smiled down at the top of her head.




  “Hey look, can we get out of here?” Pyro asked. “Your house really has a weird feel and it’s making me jumpy.”




  Jeff looked around. The same pile of papers perched on the end of the counter. The same notebooks and binders stacked at the bottom of the staircase since the end of the school year. The vacuum, covered in a layer of dust, stood next to the china cabinet waiting for someone to actually use it. They may not be the cleanest family, but there was nothing threatening about them. Jeff shrugged and headed upstairs. “I’ve got to change clothes. Wait for me outside if it’ll make you feel better.”




  Jeff chuckled when he found Pyro walking the curb like a balance beam in front of the house. “Maybe you should’ve waited across the street.”




  “I thought about it.” Pyro eyed the house and then shrugged. “Let’s walk.”




  “So, we could tell my parents I’ve been invited to attend a special school or something. I think Mother would be thrilled to think someone might straighten me out. But don’t parents usually like to check the place out? Visit it?”




  “Yeah, Tubs has stuff like that covered. A lot of those kids you saw were in the same situation as you, Jeff. Getting in trouble, parents always mad, strange abilities starting to show up and scare them.”




  “How long would I be there?” Jeff couldn’t imagine another four years of school. As it was, he had a hard time imagining the two he was supposed to complete.




  “However long you want, really. If things don’t work out and you are still under age, you could try another academy or we might have to send you home again. Most S.V.’s get enough training to determine which direction they want to go in before their normal graduation. But some stay a full year longer.”




  They walked in silence. Jeff thought about the gym full of S.V.’s and was excited and nervous at the same time. Finally he wouldn’t feel like an outcast, but what if they were all better than him?




  “Why were all those S.V.’s in the gym so late at night? Are classes 24 hours a day or something?”




  “No, those kids were just putting in some extra practice time. Classes run from 9:00 in the morning to 3:00 in the afternoon. The rest of the time is free.”




  “So, I could just live at home.” Jeff liked the idea of not having to desert his friends or leave his sister unattended.




  “No, Jeff, you couldn’t. Too many questions, too dangerous. Your family or friends might decide to stop in unexpectedly and blow our cover.”




  “Right.”




  Jeff was surprised to find they’d walked all the way to the market. “Hey, you want something to drink?”




  “No thanks.”




  “I’m just gonna grab a quick soda.” Jeff swung the door to the market open just as a guy pushed his way out. The two collided and the bag the guy had been holding dropped to the ground. The telltale shatter of glass made Jeff wince. “Sorry, dude.”




  “What the hell are you thinking?” the guy yelled. “Are you blind? Or is everyone supposed to get out of your way?”




  “Dude, I said I’m sorry. It was only an accident.”




  The guy’s face bloomed with angry purple splotches. “Yeah, you’re sorry. That helps! You’re an idiot, that’s what you are.”




  Anger coursed through Jeff. Before he knew what he was doing a blaze of flame shot out and caught the spilled bag and its contents afire.




  Jeff and the guy jumped away from the sudden inferno between them. Pyro stepped in front of Jeff and grabbed a handful of his shirt. “Time to go, kid.”




  Jeff looked at her in shock. “Did I do that?”




  Pyro gave him a warning look.




  Jeff saw that the guy had run back into the store. Pyro skipped away, dragging him with her. “Let’s go.” She released him when he finally sped up to catch her. They bolted like lightning. The excitement seemed to stimulate the fire within Jeff. His hands felt like they were going to erupt lava.




  “Pyro, my fingers!”




  They skidded to a stop. Jeff barely registered that they’d already traveled at least four blocks away from the market. He gritted his teeth against the throbbing heat in his fingers. He expected each engorged tip to pop like an over filled pimple.




  Pyro reached out to touch his glowing fingertips, but pulled her hands back at the last second. “Blow on them!”




  Jeff puffed and spit on his fingers, grunting against the stabbing pain.




  “No, no, no! Use the ice, Jeff. Where does the ice come from?” Pyro’s hands hovered around his like she wanted to help, but knew she didn’t dare touch him.




  “I don’t know.” Jeff looked between her and his fingers, but the pulsating heat made it difficult for him to think clearly.




  A siren blast startled both Jeff and Pyro. They swung toward it, ready for flight, but the police car sped through the nearby intersection and away from them. Pyro searched their surroundings. They were in a typical suburban neighborhood. Every third house looked alike; boats or R.V.’s were parked alongside garages. Basketball hoops or skateboard ramps on the streets.




  “Come on!” Pyro grabbed Jeff by the arm and pulled him up a nearby driveway and across a front lawn. She pushed him in front of her and shoved him over until his hands plunged blessedly into a cool fountain of water. A hissing steam issued as his hands entered the pool. The relief was welcome, but not complete. The heat from his hands warmed the water faster than the water cooled his hands. But it was enough to help Jeff get his concentration back.




  “The lungs.” He held his dripping hands in front of his mouth and drew a breath from deep in his lungs. He blew slowly onto his hands and a crystalline frost coated his fingers. He giggled giddily in relief. “Oh man, thanks, Pyro.”




  “Su…”




  “There they are, officer!”




  For a second time, Pyro and Jeff swung around in surprise. Two police officers walked toward them. One had his hand resting on his holster.




  Pyro and Jeff looked at each other and understood that it was time to bolt. Pyro bobbed her head ever so slightly to the left and they ghosted to the fence surrounding the neighboring backyard. Pyro cleared the six foot fence in one jump, but Jeff vaulted over less gracefully. They heard the amazed cries behind them as they jumped the fence on the far side of the yard and raced off through the baseball field of the Lutheran school.




  Chapter 8




  “So now you see what a benefit training can be,” Pyro said after downing the tall glass of water the waitress had set in front of her.




  “Did you have trouble controlling your fire?” Jeff stared at his fingertips. They were a pleasant fleshy pink with no sign of swelling, but he imagined them as the purpled throbbing masses of not long ago.




  “Yeah, umm hmm.” Pyro drummed her fingers on the table and craned her neck, looking around for the waitress. She waved at her when she finally caught her eye and pointed at her empty water glass.




  Jeff drained his glass too before the waitress came to refill them.




  “I caught my little sister’s stroller on fire. That was when I admitted to myself that it was me setting the fires and not an unusually high amount of spontaneous combustion.”




  “How old were you?” Jeff asked.




  “I was only fifteen when my fire came. I didn’t get any official training for about six months though. Maybe you can appreciate that I thought I had it all figured out by that time. Of course I hadn’t, but it took me a while to really listen. I was really into some big time arson by then, I had figured out that I was faster than most people and could change people’s minds for them.”




  “What? You can make people change their minds?” Jeff gawked at Pyro.




  “Yeah, well, not always a cool thing.” Pyro stared out the window; the look on her face was so haunted that Jeff didn’t dare ask for details. “And not everyone can do it.”




  “What about the invisibility thing? When did you figure that out?”




  “I learned that in training.” Pyro looked at Jeff and smiled. “Don’t get all excited, not everyone can do that either.”




  “Where does it come from?” Jeff asked.




  Pyro squinted at him. “You have to believe it.”




  “Huh?”




  She shook her head. “I don’t know how else to explain it.”




  The waitress set plates in front of them heaped with the burgers and fries they’d ordered. “Anything else?”




  “Mustard and honey,” Pyro said. After the waitress left, she said to Jeff, “The real benefit to training is that they teach you how to feel where the abilities come from so if you’ve got it in you, they’ll help you discover and develop it.”




  “Well, after losing control today, I definitely need help. But isn’t it kinda strange to you that the academy develops villains? I just feel like there is something really wrong with that.”




  Pyro sighed. “Jeff, you’re going to be bad whether the academy teaches you or not. That’s how you’re made.”




  * * * *




  The next day a letter came in the mail addressed to his parents announcing that Jeff had been identified as a prime candidate to attend an exclusive boys’ school on the east coast geared toward helping at risk youth learn to channel their abilities to their greater good.




  His parents ate it up. They researched the place online. They called the dean of students to ask how they’d identified Jeff as a potential student and to learn more about the school. They made arrangements to fly out east to visit the school.




  Jeff, Sandra, and their parents visited that following weekend. Jeff was amazed at the establishment they visited. It was a real school. Tubs had an office there and teachers and students seemed to know him. Jeff was dying to ask him how he managed the charade, but didn’t have an opportunity. Jeff’s parents were thoroughly convinced that he would benefit from such an experience. Jeff whined to them about having to leave his friends. Mother argued that it might be his last chance to learn to walk the straight and narrow. Jeff complained that he didn’t like being held to a schedule. Mother scolded that it was about time he learned responsibility. As he suspected, his parents didn’t listen to any of his arguments and in the end they handed Tubs a big fat tuition check.




  On the plane ride home the next day, Jeff and Sandra ended up sitting a few rows behind their parents.




  “Jeff, aren’t you a little nervous about this?” Sandra asked.




  Jeff stared out the window at the tops of the fluffy clouds. “Yeah, I am.”




  “Can’t you just promise to be good or something?” Sandra asked.




  Jeff turned to Sandra. Her eyes were round and watery with worry. Her bottom lip was held prisoner between her teeth. Jeff smiled at her. “I won’t though. I can’t be good. You should know that better than me.”




  A sudden thought struck Jeff. He gasped and studied Sandra’s face.




  “What?” She leaned away.




  “Sandra, do you…um…can you…” Jeff gnawed the inside of his cheek. If he asked her and she didn’t know what he was talking about she’d really think he was crazy. But could he handle not asking? No. “Sandra, can you do anything that other kids can’t do? Like run really fast or hear super well. Anything unusual?”




  Jeff could already tell that her answer was no by the screwed up expression on her face as she examined him.




  “Jeff, what are you talking about?”




  “Nothing, I guess. Never mind. I’m just saying that sometimes I feel like I’m better than anyone at being bad.” Jeff shrugged, hoping to bring the conversation back to somewhat normal.




  “You’re like king of bad,” Sandra said. She shifted into the middle of her seat. “Remember the rotting cat you left under the school bleachers during the playoffs? That was genius.”




  Jeff chuckled. “Yeah, the maggots were pure bonus. I bet the teacher who found it still has nightmares.”




  “What do you suppose they’ll teach you at that school?” Sandra asked.




  “I don’t know, standard stuff, I guess. It didn’t seem that bad. Maybe you’ll end up there with me one day.”




  “Dope, it’s a boys’ school.”




  “Oh yeah.”




  Chapter 9




  Two weeks later, Jeff settled into his new dorm room at the academy. It had been quite a show getting there. He, Sandra and their parents had flown to the bogus school again with Jeff’s suitcases, guitar and Pucker. A big deal was made to get Jeff settled in to his new room. Tubs had told them that Jeff’s assigned roommate hadn’t arrived yet, so Jeff could pick whichever side of the room he wanted. His family spent the night at a nearby hotel and came back one last time the next morning to say goodbye. After they left, Jeff packed up all his stuff again and he and Tubs flew back across the country to the academy only 30 miles from Jeff’s home.




  There he unpacked his stuff all over again.




  The room was cramped even though it only had a single bed, small bedside table and a dresser. A small closet took up a corner of the room and the furniture occupied the rest. But Jeff was glad to have a room to himself.




  He’d just finished hanging his favorite poster, a picture of a lake at night that Jeff could stare at for hours, when a boy resembling the professional wrestler, Randy Orton, barged into Jeff’s room.




  “Knock much?” Jeff asked.




  The kid walked right over to Jeff and punched him in the nose.




  “What the hell was that for?” Jeff grabbed a wad of tissues to catch the flowing blood.




  The kid glowered back and then moved over to Jeff’s dresser and picked up each item and examined it.




  Even Pucker seemed wary of the bulky boy stumping around the room. She floated behind a clump of fake seaweed on the far side of the fishbowl.




  “What’s that all about?” The kid pointed to Pucker.




  “My sidekick.”




  The kid scrunched his meaty brow, deep in thought.




  “Get the hell out of my room!” Jeff said.




  The kid shrugged and left.




  Testing his nose for a break, Jeff mumbled to Pucker, “What was that, anyway? Official villain greeting?”




  * * * *




  According to Tubs, the teachers’ quarters and the supply rooms were off limits. Intending to turn in the opposite direction if he saw a mop, Jeff left to explore the academy.




  The first place he purposely sought out was the cafeteria. His stomach had been growling since their airplane landed and his throat felt like a desert. Tubs had explained the cafeteria stocked food and drink 24 hours a day, but hot meals were only served during standard meal times. It was 7:30 in the evening, therefore not a standard mealtime. A smattering of kids sat in small groups or alone throughout the large room. They all looked at him when he entered, but no one greeted him. He selected a sandwich, apple and milk from a cooler and found a table to sit at.




  “Oh look, a new loser. Who are you?” a zit faced girl, maybe Jeff’s age, challenged from two tables over. She sat with two other kids, another girl with blue hair and a pierced nose and a small boy with rat-like features.




  “Jeff,” he said. It was strange to feel such open animosity from people. He wasn’t sure how he should act. He snapped right back at her, “Why, who are you?”




  Rat boy snickered.




  “What’s so funny?” Jeff asked.




  “No one uses their own name around here,” the boy wheezed in a high, thin voice.




  “What’s your name?” Jeff asked.




  “They call me Cracker,” the boy replied. “That’s Tears and this is Flame.”




  Jeff looked at the blue haired girl Cracker had called Flame. “Do you have fire too?”




  The three kids laughed. The zit-faced, Tears, said, “No, she’s gay.”




  Jeff couldn’t make sense out of what the kids said, so he ignored them and ate.




  Tears got up and walked to Jeff’s table and slid onto the chair next to him. “Where you from, Jeff?” She over-pronounced the J in his name the same way he over-pronounced the M in Mother.




  “Close,” Jeff answered. “Why do they call you Tears? Cry baby?”




  Crackers snickered again. Jeff realized the other two had stealthily moved to his table while he was busy with Tears. He felt like the prey of a pack of velociraptors.




  Tears smirked. “Who would you not want to see with their neck sliced?”




  The question took Jeff aback, but he involuntarily pictured Sandra lying in a pool of blood with her head severed. The image sharpened in his mind. Suddenly, he was convinced he’d found Sandra like that. His heart beat fast and his breath shortened as panic took over.




  Tears grinned. “An open book! Oh goody.”




  Jeff blinked a couple times. The image of Sandra faded and he realized it had been a fabrication. He growled under his breath when he saw that his hands shook slightly from the shock of the image.




  Blue haired, Flame, stared at his fingers. “Watch out, guys, he has fire and he’s not afraid to use it.”




  Jeff dropped his smoking sandwich. He concentrated on a place deep down in his lungs and then gently blew a thin coat of ice onto his fingertips.




  The three kids gawked.




  “He’s a frickin’ freak!” Tears said. Disgust dripped from each word.




  Cracker and Flame looked simultaneously horrified and nervous. The three kids backed away from the table as if Jeff were a cobra ready to strike. Finally Tears turned her back to him and the other two followed her out of the room.




  Jeff let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. A cool sensation passed his lips and a layer of frost settled onto the sandwich in front of him.




  “Great,” Jeff mumbled to himself. “Even in this circus act of a place, I’m still the freak show.”




  Jeff dumped his scorched and frostbitten sandwich into the trash, grabbed another, and scarfed it down on his way out of the cafeteria.




  Chapter 10




  Snores from the room next door rattled the walls all night long. Jeff barely slept and went to his first class crabby. It didn’t matter. It seemed to Jeff that all the S.V.’s were crabby. After all the hoopla to get him to the new school, he was still sitting in normal, boring algebra. Jeff studied his schedule and groaned. Algebra was followed by history and then social studies. He didn’t have any unusual classes until the afternoon.




  As slow and boring as the morning was, Jeff mourned the loss of it when it was over. Taking a deep breath, Jeff followed a group of kids into the cafeteria, the single worst place to have to go on your first day at a new school. He plodded through the line dragging his tray along the metal countertop. He got a plate heaping with turkey, mashed potatoes and stuffing all smothered in steaming brown gravy. His stomach growled at the appetizing smell. Near the end of the line he grabbed a small bowl of applesauce and a big glass of milk. Then he turned and faced the room swarming with teenage super villains.




  Why am I doing this? Each table seemed to overflow with kids. Jeff spied a table that was only half full. He bee lined for it and slid onto an empty seat before anyone had a chance to tell him no. He started eating right away and when the kids at the table realized he was there, it looked as if he’d been there a while. They grimaced at him, but didn’t tell him to beat it.




  He stuffed his mouth full of turkey smothered with mashed potatoes and looked around the crowded room. Kids laughed with each other and glared at others. They greeted one another with smiles and handshakes and then sneered as soon as the kid turned his back. Jeff ate slowly and tried not to make direct eye contact. When the cafeteria was nearly deserted, he got up, tipped the bowl full of applesauce into his mouth and slurped it down. He dropped his tray in the return window on the way out of the room, feeling successful for having made it through his first lunch hour unscathed.




  He had a hard time finding his next class, Basic Abilities. It was in a completely different wing. The hallways were narrower. The walls were a utilitarian gray. The few doors he passed were heavy metal. Finally, at the end of the hall a single doorway stood open with a small brown sign identifying it as the classroom he was looking for. Jeff paused in the doorway. A lack of lighting just inside the room left Jeff disoriented. The cavernous room sloped downward in stadium seating. Where the slope leveled out the room was brightly lit, lending a stage-like effect. Half a dozen kids milled around a large open space waiting for the teacher to begin the class. Jeff’s eyes adjusted to the darkness on his end of the room so he entered and walked down the sloping aisle toward the others, ignoring his churning stomach.




  The teacher, identified on Jeff’s schedule as Sherlock, spotted Jeff approaching and nodded enthusiastically. Jeff almost turned around and left. It was the first nice welcome he’d received since he arrived and already it felt out of place and awkward.




  “Ah, I’d heard we were getting someone new today. Terrific,” Sherlock said.




  The students were bunched into a couple of groups, whispering about Jeff as he approached. Jeff half expected Sherlock to ask him to introduce himself and tell a little about what he’d done on his summer vacation. He was relieved when Sherlock got right to business.




  “You guys know the drill. Go through the stations, carefully and purposefully, while I work with our new student.”




  The kids paired up and moved off to different tables around the room.




  Sherlock turned to Jeff. “You and I will begin determining your main abilities right away. Please don’t tell me anything that you know you can do. It is best if I discover it through testing.”




  They walked over to the nearest unoccupied table. Sherlock picked up a shallow pan filled with sandy earth and held it at waist height between them. “Okay, kid, I want you to hold onto the side of the pan and close your eyes and keep them closed. Envision the pan that you are holding. Imagine its contents. Smell the dirt. Now imagine the dirt moving as if magnified to bunch up into a small ball. Then imagine a slightly smaller ball bunched up and rolled to perch atop the first. Last, imagine a smaller ball still and imagine it on top of the stack of two. What have you got?”




  “A dirt snowman,” Jeff said. He could see the image clear as day in his mind complete with the corncob pipe and button nose.




  “Okay, you can open your eyes.” As soon as Jeff opened his eyes, Sherlock pulled the tray from him and set it back down on the table. Had Jeff imagined the dirt falling back into the pan?




  “What was that supposed to do?” Jeff asked.




  “That test was to see if you could manipulate elements.”




  Jeff looked at the frown on Sherlock’s face. “I guess I failed, huh?”




  “This isn’t a pass or fail kind of thing, kid.” Sherlock indicated that Jeff should follow him.




  They went to a table recently vacated by a couple students. On the table was a bucket of water, a large bowl of water with a thermometer in it and a glass of water.




  “This time I want you to put your finger into the glass of water,” Sherlock said.




  “Which finger?”




  “Any finger, but just one, please.” Once Jeff had done that, Sherlock asked him to close his eyes again. This time he asked Jeff to imagine the water in the glass was hot tub water.




  Jeff was happy to do that. He heated his finger and the water heated up quickly. Too quickly. It bubbled and boiled over and then the glass burst. Jeff opened his eyes and watched the steaming water stream off the table onto the floor. Shards of glass were scattered on the table’s surface and on the surrounding floor.




  “Sorry,” Jeff said.




  Sherlock looked at Jeff with raised eyebrows. “You’re sorry?”




  “Uh, yeah.” Jeff’s brow furrowed. “I didn’t mean to break the glass.”




  “Oh, that’s fine.” Sherlock gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Let’s go onto the next one and do the same thing.”




  Jeff was encouraged that the medium-sized bowl was metal. At least he knew it wouldn’t shatter. The liquid inside was a gross yellowish-red color that looked a bit like blood. It smelled like antiseptic. He stuck his finger into it, closed his eyes and sent heat to his finger. This time he tried to regulate it, but he wasn’t too sure if he was doing it right or not.




  “Stop now!” Sherlock’s cry startled Jeff. Jeff yanked his finger out and looked down at the roiling liquid that looked like the contents of a witch’s pot. Then he saw what had caused Sherlock’s outburst. The mercury in the thermometer was pegged at the highest possible temperature. Any further and the thermometer would likely burst.




  Sherlock examined the large bucket thoughtfully, but then eyed the next table. He walked over to it and Jeff followed dutifully. An odd assortment of items sat on the table: a feather, a pencil, an ear of corn, a fist-sized rock and a large gourd. After the usual instruction to close his eyes, Sherlock stepped Jeff through the imagery of each item floating over the surface of the table. They repeated the process at each table. Jeff imagined things expanding and contracting, rolling and bouncing and even disappearing. It was tedious, especially since Sherlock kept emphasizing to do the tasks purposefully and carefully. As much as he wanted to find short cuts or plow through the different stages, Jeff laboriously stepped through each stage of imagery three different times at varying degrees.




  Since his eyes were closed, he didn’t know if he succeeded at anything beyond heating up the water. Sherlock remained discouragingly noncommittal about the results. Jeff asked after each table if he’d done what was asked, but Sherlock only replied with, “Only you know if you imagined those things happening.” And wouldn’t comment further. Jeff eyed the kids around him to see if maybe they’d tell him or even give him a clue as to if he’d been able to do anything unusual. But they seemed to be concentrating on their own trials rather than him.




  Sherlock tapped the eraser on the paper while considering the notes he had made in a file. He scratched his head with the eraser and twisted his mouth, deep in thought. Finally he folded the file closed and nodded to Jeff in conclusion. Turning his attention outward, Sherlock announced, “All right, time to clean up, then. Put the props in their proper places, please.”




  The class groaned collectively. A red headed boy said, “It still isn’t funny, Sherlock.”




  Seeing Jeff’s knit brow, Sherlock looked at him expectantly and emphasized, “Props in proper places?”




  “Oh! Is that a…joke?” Jeff asked.




  Sherlock’s expression crumpled into disappointment. “Nobody gets me.”




  Three blasts issued announcing the conclusion of class. Jeff pulled his schedule out of his back pocket and unfolded the crumpled paper.




  “Being a new student like the rest of us in this class,” a boy who looked like a mini-version of Sherlock said, “it goes without saying that your next class is S&S. You can walk with me if you want.”




  “Uh, thanks.” Jeff confirmed that his next class was S&S in the gym. “What is S&S?”




  “Speed and strength. Not my cup of tea at all.” The boy pushed his thick-framed glasses up his nose. “They call me Source, by the way. Most unfortunate that you came out of it without a moniker today.”




  “I have a name, you know. It’s Jeff, by the way.” The whole, “they call me” thing was starting to wear on Jeff’s nerves. Did anyone even remember their real names anymore?




  “No one will use that name, though. Until your root ability shows itself, you’ll remain nameless,” Source said.




  The kids walked in a loose group toward their next class. Jeff had so many questions and finally someone to ask, but he didn’t know where to start. “Do most people find their root ability in their first ability class?”




  “Yeah. Those tests are geared to find it. They tap into the most basic abilities and kids always show a strength in a certain area that leads Sherlock to pursue more in that area. Obviously you didn’t show anything, since he made the circuit with you.” Source smirked. “I’ve never seen Sherlock so flummoxed.”




  “What is your root strength? What does Source mean?”




  “I can determine the source of abilities. I can help other S.V.’s develop their abilities further by helping them tap into the power of it.”




  “Well, I have fire, why didn’t Sherlock pursue that? I thought fire was unusual. Wouldn’t that be my root ability?”




  “Just because you have an ability doesn’t make it your root. Whatever you did with your fire wasn’t enough to encourage Sherlock to pursue it as a root.”




  “Great,” Jeff mumbled. It seemed he wouldn’t even find a place within the freak show.




  Two kids Jeff had heard referred to as Shake and Bake walked in front of him. They glanced at him over their shoulders, eyes glinting mischievously, and then Bake said something to Shake that made her scoff and shake her head. They shook hands and then laughed.




  “What’s your problem?” Jeff asked loudly enough for them to hear him.




  “I was just betting you wouldn’t bust out of the circle until your 5th try,” Bake said.




  Shake sneered, “I bet you wouldn’t bust out at all.”




  “What are they talking about?” Jeff mumbled to Source.




  “You’ll see. But no matter what happens, there is no possible way you’ll be worse than me.”




  Source pushed through a set of double doors and Jeff found himself unexpectedly outside. A running track wrapped around a standard sized football field which currently had a series of free-standing walls of varying heights erected at one end. There were no bleachers, so Jeff could tell they didn’t hold spectator sports in this arena. Other than that, it would be a normal, open-air field—except that it was enclosed by large warehouse-like buildings on all sides.




  “Well, this is unexpected,” Jeff said as he followed Source to the teacher standing in the middle of the field.




  “Circle up,” the teacher, known simply as Coach, shouted. Pointing to Jeff, he said, “You, kid, come stand by me.”




  “That doesn’t sound good,” Jeff mumbled.




  “It’s kinda like initiation,” Source said. “On the positive side, maybe a root ability will be revealed here?”




  Jeff considered the fact that he’d been able to run fast since he was young and his spirits were buoyed—somewhat.




  “What do they call you, kid?” Coach asked Jeff.




  “Nothing yet,” Jeff said through gritted teeth.




  “Nothing?” Coach looked at Source for confirmation.




  “Nope,” Source said.




  “Huh, weird,” Coach muttered. “Are they sure you’re an S.V.?”




  Jeff rolled his eyes and hissed, “Yes.”




  “Well, get in the middle of the circle. We’re gonna play a game like Red Rover.”




  Jeff spent the next ten minutes trying to bust through the line. He got close a couple times which seemed to make Coach happy, but in the end he couldn’t get out of the circle. He saw Bake slip a wad of money into Shake’s hand.




  “Next, you’ll race the fastest kids in the class. Granted that isn’t saying much, this certainly isn’t the fastest class around.”




  All the kids, except Source, grumbled.




  “Pindrop and Mazer, line up with the newbie.”




  Jeff lined up between the two kids at the start of a 100-meter track. Pindrop put some earplugs in her ears before she settled into the mark position. Mazer stared at the finish line the entire time. Jeff was nervous. He’d beaten every kid he ever ran against, but he’d never faced S.V.’s before. Though they were new to the academy too, they’d been there longer and received some sort of training. For all Jeff knew that would make all the difference in the world.




  “On your mark,” Coach said. He raised a starter pistol in the air over his head. “Set.”




  Jeff raised his hind quarters and leaned slightly forward on his toes. His thigh muscles were on alert, ready to spring when the pistol fired. Jeff even readied the smaller support muscles he’d used the day he was chased by the guy.




  Bang!




  Jeff was off before the pistol finished firing. His body moved like a well-tuned hemi engine, flowing from one movement to the next without needing prompting. The muscles in his back engaged to support the extreme motion of his buttocks. His calves were tight, his Achilles elastic. Everything flowed in perfect synchronicity. But Jeff only crossed the line two steps ahead of the other kids.




  It took them a quarter of the track to slow down. Pindrop removed her earplugs and said to Jeff, “Decent running, boy.” She cocked her head and said, “Wow, you’re not even winded.”




  “Are you listening to me?” Jeff asked.




  “Yeah. Your heartbeat isn’t even elevated.” She turned and yelled, “Coach, he’s built for distance.”




  “Okay then. Kid, I want you to run around the track at top speed as long as you can. Everyone else, calisthenics.”




  More murmuring and grumbling issued from the kids. They went into the middle of the field and lined up in two straight lines. Coach followed them, looking back at Jeff over his shoulder. “What are you waiting for? Get running.”




  Jeff knew he was a good runner. Yet he also knew how much it bored him. To occupy his mind while he ran, he sang songs in his head; high-energy songs of which he sped up the tempo. The cheesier, the better. He liked the oldies. “Eye of the Tiger,” “You Really Got Me,” “I’m A Believer” and “I Heard It Through The Grapevine” were some of his favorites. He’d cycled through all those songs when he heard people yelling at him. He ran so fast they were all just a blur so he slowed down in order to hear what they were saying.




  Coach said, “Okay, kid. We don’t have all day. I get that you’re a distancer. Now let’s test height.”




  Jeff jogged up to where the kids were bunched together in front of the walls. Jeff wasn’t very good at jumping and each wall was more difficult than the one before. He was disappointed to learn that they were expected to scale one right after the other like an obstacle course. He stood last in line, closely watching how each kid leapt the first wall. Every kid was able to jump at least to the top of the wall; most cleared it completely and disappeared onto the other side. Then they popped up over the next wall, some right onto the top. Others took one boosting step about ¾ of the way up as they vaulted. From where he stood, he couldn’t see what the third wall was like.




  All too soon it was his turn. He ran and sprang at the first wall, but didn’t make it over. His fingers just barely found purchase on the top and he pulled himself up, straining his biceps and scraping his stomach on the sharp edge of the wall. The second wall was disastrous. His footing slipped just as he launched toward the wall and he ended up splayed flat against it, not even half way up. After sliding to a heap at the bottom, he reluctantly got up and took another running start.




  Adrenaline and embarrassment gave him more spring than he expected and he flew over the top of the wall with his arms and legs flailing. He tried to tuck into a roll as he approached the ground, but didn’t tuck enough and landed on his back with a loud “ooof” as the air was pushed from his lungs. The chorus of laughter didn’t help.




  “Stop lazing around, kid. Get up and do the last wall,” Coach barked.




  Jeff saw that all the kids had clustered around the third wall.




  “Coach, you know, jumping really isn’t my thing,” Jeff said.




  Coach just nodded toward the wall.




  Jeff looked at Source who gave him a sympathetic look, but shrugged.




  “Ah, shit,” Jeff mumbled and set up for a running start at the next wall.




  He rocked back and forth a few times to get some momentum going, and then burst forward. Just before the wall, he sprung upward. He hit the wall over half way up it, tried to use it to propel himself higher, but ended up scrambling and scraping as he fell back to the ground.




  “Guess we won’t be calling him anything like ‘Jump’ or ‘Summit’,” Bake scoffed. Everyone laughed.




  Jeff tried a couple more times to get over the wall before Coach finally let him off the hook, but the jeers from the kids let Jeff know he would never live his failure down.




  Coach shrugged. “Maybe with training you’ll eventually get over that.”




  By the end of class, Jeff again realized he was no super star. If he had a tail, he’d tuck it between his legs. Instead he went to his last abilities class of the day, nameless.




  “They aren’t calling you anything yet, huh?” the Psych teacher, Sedated, said to Jeff as she directed him to a seat. Jeff knew his nameless status had just been bothering him moments ago, but suddenly didn’t care one lick. He shook his head and grinned at the pretty teacher.




  “I like your black hair. It’s shiny.”




  A few kids giggled, but Jeff grinned at the teacher like a hyena.




  Sedated’s lip curled. “Who recruited you?”




  “Pyro.” Jeff stared out the window at a sweet little sparrow hopping along a tree branch. “It’s so cute.”




  The kids erupted into laughter.




  Sedated rolled her eyes at Jeff. “You’ve got no defense. Are you sure you’re an S.V.? Pyro doesn’t really recruit; maybe she got it wrong.”




  Jeff held up his palm. His fingers were red and throbbing. A loony laugh escaped him. “I’ve got fire.”




  Sedated shoved a helmet onto his head and the world snapped back into focus around Jeff. He blinked at his throbbing fingers. “Why is my fire on?”




  Sedated knocked on the metal helmet he wore. “Lead. You’re gonna need to keep this with you, especially in this class.”




  Source leaned sideways from a seat next to Jeff. “This is a psych class. Since you apparently have no defense, lead is the only thing that will block psychic abilities from working on you. Sedated had you all numbed up, that’s why your fire was on. You were trying to prove you’re an S.V.”




  Jeff sighed. No star here either. He needed to accept that just like at regular school, here at S.V.A. he was bottom of the class.




  Chapter 11




  At dinner that night Source sat with Jeff, though he proved to be little help in the defensive arena.




  “Hey Boy-oh, a bit weak in the abilities, aren’t you?”




  “What do they call you? Oh yeah, nothing!”




  “Did you know the last S.V. to not be named on their first day was back in never!”




  Jeff tried his best to ignore the taunts. The food he chewed tasted like sawdust. His throat was so dry he choked when he tried swallowing it. He made pointless conversation with Source, but didn’t listen to anything Source said in response. He hummed quietly to himself but nothing distracted him completely. Especially when Shake and Bake sauntered by.




  “Careful, Source, you might get burned by fire-boy,” Bake said.




  Shake snorted. “More like blistered. Maybe just singed. Don’t think he has much more than that in him.”




  The fork Jeff held melted onto his food as his fingers ignited. His temper flared out of control and he was helpless to rein it in. Jeff stood so fast his chair tumbled backward. The flames licked from his fingers toward Shake and Bake. Embers showered onto Bake’s tennis shoes melting through the rubber toes. Bake danced around, trying to stomp on his own feet.




  Water doused Jeff. His fire sizzled out and he stood dripping on the charred remains of his dinner. His senses back to normal, he found the girl he’d seen playing with water the first evening he visited the academy.




  “Thanks,” he said.




  She raised an eyebrow. “Why would you thank me?”




  “For putting me out. I was a bit out of control. Would have torched the place.”




  “Some of us deserve it.” She looked pointedly at Shake and Bake. Despite all the water that had fallen around him, Bake still stomped on his own toes while he glared at Jeff.




  Jeff looked back at the water girl.




  “Control is a beautiful thing, flame boy.”




  Jeff grinned at her.




  “You’re gonna need a new meal,” she said as she walked away.




  Jeff watched her until she sat with a group at the far end of the room. When he realized he was gawking he grabbed his warped and buckled tray of soggy, charred food and headed toward the trashcans. Source walked beside him, carrying his own water-logged food. Half of his tray had been warped by heat. Jeff frowned at it as Source tossed it into the trash.




  “Dude, I really lost control. I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Jeff gnawed on the inside of his cheek.




  “Nah, I stepped away once you pulled your incredible hulk act,” Source said.




  They got in line for more food.




  “What do you mean?” Jeff asked.




  “Well, you didn’t turn green or anything, but I think you might have bulked up. You looked pretty scary, dude.”




  Jeff looked down at his clothes to make sure they weren’t torn and tattered from him having grown in size. They were damp, but fine. He took a deep, calming breath. Only then did he remember his ice. He shook his head at himself.




  Then he saw the water girl across the room, laughing with her friends. He thought he heard the bubbly quality of her laughter above the rest of the room. “Source, who is she?”




  Source followed Jeff’s line of vision. “Oh, that’s Oceanus. Don’t even think it, kid. She’s already found a match.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “See the guy next to her?”




  “The skinny red head?” Jeff hoped.




  “No, the other one.”




  “Oh, the Adonis?” Jeff’s heart fell. He’d no hope to thwart the god-like S.V. seated next to Oceanus.




  “Not far off. People call him Set. The God of chaos, storm, wind. He’s a great guy.” Sarcasm wrapped around Source’s words. “Descended from a long line of S.V.’s. Known he’s an S.V. his whole life so he came to the school ready to rule, from what I hear. Real nasty character, even for an S.V. You don’t want to piss him off.”




  “Oh, I won’t piss him off. I don’t go looking for trouble.” Jeff considered his life before the academy and realized that looking for trouble was the only thing he used to do. He amended his statement, saying, “Much.”




  His stomach knotted. Had the academy turned him into a coward?




  Source chuckled. “Don’t worry. You’ll get a name and things will settle into some sort of normal. Once we figure out what your root ability is, I’ll help you develop it. Though, after your hulk impersonation, I doubt anyone will dare taunt you.”




  Jeff felt the anxiety lift. Source was okay for a bad guy.




  * * * *




  After a morning of enduring taunts and whispers, Jeff arrived at Sherlock’s Abilities class the next afternoon determined to earn a name. Sherlock had new props out and stepped through the same process with Jeff to uncover a root ability. Halfway through class, Jeff felt desperation setting in. It became more and more difficult to concentrate on the instructions Sherlock gave. Even the other kids seemed to have a hard time keeping their attention on what they were doing. Jeff found them watching him whenever he opened his eyes from “imagining” something new.




  As the clock ticked away the minutes of class time, Sherlock’s voice crept up an octave and he issued desperate, rushed instructions.




  “It seems to me your fire should be your root ability,” Sherlock said. “But whenever you employ it, it isn’t tapping your core energy like it should.”




  They stood next to the levitation table.




  “Here, catch this on fire.” Sherlock thrust a feather at Jeff.




  “I’ve got a better idea.” Jeff walked over to the table with the three containers of water and snatched the glass of water from Shake’s hand.




  “Hey, I’m using that!” she said.




  “I’m just borrowing it,” Jeff said.




  Sherlock frowned as Jeff approached with the glass. “I understand that manners aren’t a big thing here, but you can’t just snatch things away.”




  “But you only tested one ability with the water and I’ve got two,” Jeff said.




  Sherlock shook his head in confusion. “What do you mean, two?”




  Jeff drew a deep breath that filled his lungs with cold air. Holding the glass in front of him he blew on the surface of the water. The glass frosted over as the top layer of water solidified.




  Sherlock’s mouth hung open. “You’ve got ice, too? Fire and ice together?”




  “Though they are opposing forces,” Source said, walking up beside them, “the elemental sources are in two different areas of the body. So it follows logic to believe a person could generate the contrasting abilities.”




  Jeff raised an eyebrow and smirked at the brainiac’s explanation. He handed the glass back to Shake who’d come over to observe his unusual combination of abilities. “Here.”




  Shake grimaced at the condensation-covered glass, but she and Bake returned to their table, the melting ice clinking against the side as they walked.




  Sherlock nodded thoughtfully. “But as far as I know, nobody’s ever had conflicting abilities. Once he revealed fire, I automatically ruled out anything with water. Source, where does the ability to levitate items come from and what is the opposite of it?”




  “What? I can hover things?” Jeff asked.




  “Oh yes,” Sherlock said, looking down at his notes. “Along with fire and levitation, you’ve successfully manipulated element form and you kind of made an apple shrink.”




  “Kinda?” Jeff asked.




  “Well, at first I thought it had shrunk, but after class I realized you’d turned the core to mush so it had really only collapsed inward.”




  Jeff was stunned he’d been able to do all that without training and with his eyes closed.




  “Anyway,” Source said in answer to Sherlock’s question, “hovering is a psychic ability. One gathers ions from the air, mentally, and bunches them under the item they wish to hover. The more ions, the bigger the item they can hover or the higher they can hover it.




  “The opposite is gravity. That’s another elemental ability.” Source turned to Jeff to explain. “Elementals are controlled through your extremities, like your fire in your hands.”




  Sherlock interrupted, saying, “So, would it be logical to believe that this kid could control gravity since he has elemental abilities?”




  Source nodded. They both looked at Jeff. Jeff looked back.




  “What?”




  Sherlock trembled with excitement, intimidating Jeff. What if Jeff let him down? He had no idea what Source and Sherlock had just explained yet they seemed to expect something big from him.




  “Am I supposed to do something?” Jeff asked.




  Sherlock pointed to the rock on the table. “Using your elemental, hold that rock to the table.”




  Jeff reached over and wrapped his hands around the rock and pressed down with all his might.




  “No, no, no,” Sherlock blustered. “I mean controlling gravity through an elemental source; hold the rock to the table.”




  Source suggested, “Your feet might be the best conduit since they are on the ground and the table is on the ground.”




  Jeff let go of the rock and shrugged. “I don’t get it.”




  “Feel how your feet touch the ground,” Source said. “Lift a foot off the ground. Now, slowly put it down again and feel the force that pulls it back toward the ground.”




  “Whoa!” Jeff repeated the process a couple times. Each time he got a better feel of the gravity that sucked him toward the center of the earth.




  Source smiled. “Good. Now, extend that force out to the legs of the table, up to the table top and finally concentrate it around the rock.”




  About half way across the table the force had scattered apart. “Wait, I lost it.” He started again, concentrating his energy toward pooling the gravitational force and moving it where he wanted. Finally he felt a lock on the rock. He looked at Sherlock and nodded.




  Sherlock turned to the group. All the kids had abandoned their own work and gathered around to watch. “Hogan, lift that rock.”




  The burliest kid of the group stomped over to the table. He grabbed the rock and pulled. The table lifted with the rock, surprising everybody. The feather floated away and the 5-gallon bucket of paint crashed to the ground and spilled a yellow river.




  Source said to Jeff, “Try pinning both the table and the rock to the ground.”




  Hogan set the table and rock down again and waited.




  At first Jeff tried dispersing some of the gravity around the rock back toward the table legs, but he felt the grip on the rock loosen. So he gathered it all together again and then sent more gravity through the ground to wrap around the base of each leg. He nodded to Hogan.




  Hogan grabbed the rock and yanked. Nothing happened. He wrapped his other hand around the rock and braced his stance and pulled, but nothing moved. Jeff could feel the pull on the gravity wrapped around the legs of the table and quickly reinforced it.




  “Come on, Hogan. You turning into a pansy-boy?” Bake jeered.




  The group erupted into laughter and broke Jeff’s concentration. Hogan and the rock flew backward. Jeff sent all the gravity to Hogan’s feet and stopped him in mid-stumble. Hogan nodded to Jeff and Jeff let go of all the gravity.




  Sweat drops dotted Sherlock’s forehead. His heavy rimmed glasses slipped down his slick nose. He panted.




  “Dude, are you okay?” Jeff asked.




  Sherlock beamed at him. “That is amazing, kid! You’ve got polar abilities.”




  A few kids cried, “Polar!”




  Source smirked. Shake rolled her eyes and pulled Bake back toward their table.




  Sherlock giggled giddily. “Polar.”




  Jeff smiled and nodded. He liked it. Polar.




  Chapter 12




  “They calling you anything yet, kid?” Coach asked.




  “Polar, sir.”




  “Polar,” Coach mused. “Hmm, could mean you have ice. Could mean you’re like a big mean bear. I give up, why Polar?”




  “I have opposing abilities, sir.”




  “Interesting. Now, let’s see if we can improve your S&S, Polar.”




  They performed drills on long jump and hurdles. Coach explained which muscles needed to be engaged to optimize the length or fluidity of the two different jumps.




  Jeff tried to pay attention, but his mind kept wandering. It seemed to him that he had an opposite for each ability he was slightly better at and as far as he could tell, he was at least slightly faster than most S.V.’s. Was there something he was slow at?




  He was just as relieved to announce his new name in Psych, but once again had a hard time concentrating. He wondered if the polar ability thing worked backward too. For example, was there a polar disability of defense?




  Dinner was far more tolerable than it had been the night before. Source may have been right when he said that most of the kids were intimidated by Jeff’s performance. Though if Jeff were honest with himself it would most likely be his lack of control that scared them. In any case, they didn’t taunt him at all.




  “I heard you got a name.” A small shadow fell across his peas & carrots. “What is it?”




  Jeff swung his long hair out of his eyes and found Oceanus standing next to him. A fresh, salty scent wafted around her.




  “Um…it’s um…”




  Oceanus arched her right eyebrow.




  The simple action hit Jeff below the belt, making him squirm further under the table.




  “I didn’t think the question was too hard.” Oceanus snickered. Her straight, jet-black hair fringed tropical blue eyes. Her lips were an enticing rose color.




  Jeff cleared his throat. “Um, you just, um, interrupted a conversation. Polar. They call me Polar now.”




  “Polar?” She cocked her head and turned to face him completely, no longer ready to continue on to her own table. “To me that says polar ice caps. But as we saw yesterday, you have fire. So why did you get tagged with that name?”




  Jeff knew he shouldn’t stare at her lips, but their rosy contrast to her creamy white skin, their beautiful curves and graceful movement when she spoke had him transfixed. “I do have ice.”




  He hauled his eyes up to meet hers just in time to see them pop open. Unfortunately, her mouth fell open in amazement, capturing his complete attention again.




  “You have ice too?” She set her tray on the table and slid into the chair next to Jeff. The scents of sea salt and lilacs drifted around him and he unconsciously leaned toward her.




  Source rescued Jeff from proving further idiocy by explaining the discovery of the polar abilities. “That’s why Sherlock didn’t find his root ability on the first day. He’s never had to test for opposing abilities in an S.V. before.”




  Oceanus studied Jeff. He fought the urge to run his hand through his hair. He concentrated very hard on keeping his jaw from dropping, but her mouth was slightly opened in a smile and he desperately wanted to capture it in a kiss.




  “Polar abilities,” Oceanus said. “Fascinating.”




  Jeff donned his trademark crooked smile and her gaze fell to his mouth. With her eyes on his lips, Jeff thought he was going to grab her right there in the cafeteria and claim her mouth for his own.




  “Uh, Polar…buddy…Jeff!” Source smacked Jeff on the arm.




  “What?” Jeff spun toward his friend and saw Source looking meaningfully down at Jeff’s hand. Jeff looked too. “Shit!”




  Jeff closed his eyes in order to concentrate. He pulled cold air from deep within his lungs and slowly blew it onto his hand and the melted fork it held.




  Oceanus gasped. Jeff expected to find a disgusted look on her face, but instead she looked like a kid on Christmas morning.




  Her eyes sparkled as she captured the frost Jeff had just laid out and made it dance and sparkle over the table. “It’s real!”




  “Uh, yeah, of course.”




  “But it’s coming from you and it’s real. How does that not…I don’t know…sap you of energy? Or dehydrate you?” She built a small frost snowman in the middle of the table.




  “I don’t know,” Jeff said. “My fire is from inside me too.”




  “Oh I guess it is, huh? Oh…but water! I never thought to look within for a source of water.”




  Source pursed his lips. “Hmmm. I guess there is a possibility that you could. But I don’t know for sure.”




  “We could try it,” Jeff suggested. The idea of working with Oceanus made his pulse beat double time.




  “Would you guys?” Glints of turquoise sparked from Oceanus’ eyes. Her straight black hair swayed hypnotically as she bounced with excitement. Jeff only nodded. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Source shrug and nod. “That would be fabulous.”




  “What would be fabulous?” drawled a lazy, baritone voice.




  A stormy looking Set stood over them.




  Oceanus stared at the table. Jeff saw her eyes darken to a deep gray blue. Her explanation was delivered through clenched teeth. “I’m gonna experiment with water a little.”




  Seeing Oceanus’ mood change so dramatically made anger buzz in Jeff’s head. He glared at Set who loomed over Oceanus like a prison guard.




  “What kind of experiment?” Set asked, looking first at Source and then at Jeff. When Set’s eyes met Jeff’s the atmosphere around the table changed. Set’s muscles tensed and his jaw seemed carved from granite. The air around them crackled with unseen electricity. Jeff’s napkin rolled and bounced across the table as if a wind had gusted through.




  “Set,” Oceanus whispered.




  Set cocked his head toward her, but his eyes didn’t leave Jeff’s. “What is it, waterspout?”




  “There’s no reason for you to be upset,” she told him.




  Jeff held Set’s gaze though the distress in Oceanus’ voice cried out to him. He desperately wanted to comfort her. It infuriated him that her own boyfriend didn’t feel the same way. Jeff wanted to blow Set’s storm right back in his face. Two things kept him from trying. He didn’t want to upset Oceanus further and he remembered Source’s warning the day before that Set was bad even for an S.V. If he expected to best Set, he’d need training.




  “Set,” Jeff asked, “how long have you been at the academy?”




  Confusion skittered across Set’s expression and the static in the air disappeared. “Since I was twelve, why?”




  “You seem formidable. I just wanted to know when I could aspire to be like you.”




  Set puffed up like a rooster, all animosity forgotten.




  Jeff almost chuckled out loud. Pretty boys, they’re all the same.




  Oceanus stood and grabbed her tray, ready to follow Set back to their table. As she walked away she threw one last appraising look back at Jeff. Then she winked.




  Chapter 13




  The abilities classes were the core set of classes everyone needed to pass to earn their degree in villainy. It only took about eight weeks to work through a level and then you’d move to the next level. This meant that the members in Jeff’s abilities classes were always cycling in and out. Within a few weeks of his joining the academy, he’d already lost half his original class members and had them replaced by newer academy members. When it was his turn to move to the next level class, he was back in with all the initial kids again. Fortunately, Shake and Bake were among the first students to transfer up each cycle. Unfortunately, so was Source.




  When Jeff and Source were in class together they always partnered up; Source helped Jeff figure out how to employ new abilities and identify the opposing ones. Jeff felt insecure whenever Source moved up to the next class.




  Before he knew it, Jeff had been at the academy for eight months. Having just completed the fourth cycle of abilities classes, his control had improved to the point that he could arc a burst of flame and hit a target 30 feet away. He had shot up another six inches in height, putting him at 6’2”, making his S&S classes all the more challenging trying not to trip over his ever lengthening feet. The classes were as physically demanding as any army boot camp and helped Jeff to develop into an intimidating physical presence. Luckily, the academy fed the kids as much food as they needed or wanted because Jeff stopped by the cafeteria five or six times a day.




  Once a year, the students “received” their families for a school visit. This meant that groups of kids flew to the bogus school on the east coast and pretended to be completely at home there while they entertained their families and showed them around town.




  It was Jeff’s and Source’s turn. They’d flown east with a dozen other academy members and gotten settled into dorm rooms. They had two days to get to know the layout of the school and the surrounding town and to learn their bogus class schedule and where the classrooms were. On the third day, the families arrived.




  Jeff bent over in front of the mirror in their dorm room, straightened the tie of the unfamiliar uniform and arranged his hair into the perfect windswept look. His hair was shorter than when he’d lived at home, but the style hadn’t changed. That was the only thing that hadn’t changed about him. He wondered if his family would even recognize him.




  “You look great already!” Source dropped a couple of flakes into Pucker’s bowl. “What is it with you and your hair?”




  “What do you mean?” Jeff glared at Source.




  “You’re always flipping it, fixing it, shaking it. You’re worse than a girl!”




  “I am not. I couldn’t care less what my hair looks like.”




  Source snorted. “Sure, dude.”




  They argued over Jeff’s vanity all the way down to the commons area. When they walked into the room, Jeff nodded at a couple other boys from the academy and high-fived a third as they passed by. He saw Tubs standing like a prison guard in the corner of the room.




  “Jeff?”




  Having gotten used to everyone calling him Polar, Jeff almost didn’t respond. Just in time, he realized that was meant for him and he swung around and smiled down at his family.




  His dad was as gregarious as ever. “Jeff, ole boy! Look at you. What on earth are they feeding you around here?”




  He clapped Jeff on the back a couple times and pumped his arm in an enthusiastic handshake. Then he yanked Jeff into a hug and clapped him on the back again. “I’d say, the place agrees with you, huh, son?”




  Jeff nodded and smiled. He scanned over to Mother and froze. Tears welled in her eyes and her hand was clamped over her mouth. His smile crooked naturally and heat rushed to his cheeks. Feeling an uncharacteristic appreciation for her, he stepped forward and hugged her. “Hi, Mother.” Jeff didn’t stress the M for the first time since he’d turned eleven.




  She patted his shoulders awkwardly during their brief hug. When he pulled away she blinked the tears away. “My, my, Jeff.” Her voice caught. “You’ve really grown up.”




  “I think he’s my brother.” Sandra socked Jeff in the arm.




  Jeff rolled his eyes. “Still annoyingly touchy-feely, aren’t you?”




  “It hasn’t been that long, bro.”
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