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After barely escaping a madman’s attempt to annihilate all MetaHumans, Kelly Meding’s supernatural crime fighters have banded together to take back the streets of war-ravaged Los Angeles.


Dahlia “Ember” Perkins still feels like an outsider among her new Meta friends, despite everything she’s been through since coming into her miraculous ability to absorb heat and extinguish fires. But when the police need help investigating human skins discarded like slipcovers on the street, the Metas’ youngest team member quickly finds her place. Evidence points to a murderer the likes of which they have never encountered but who inexplicably seems to be gunning for Dahlia—and who may be neither human nor Meta. After a bullet meant for her nearly kills one of her teammates, Dahlia uncovers a connection to the crimes buried deep in her past. As the danger escalates and her personal life falls apart, Dahlia soon learns there’s no such thing as a “normal” relationship when you’re a superhero. . . .
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Praise for TRANCE,
the first book in Kelly Meding’s electrifying Meta Wars series


“Rising star Meding offers up the first book in a new series with her twist on the world of superheroes. . . . This story follows the journey of a young woman finding her place in a world that is about to grow much more treacherous.”


—RT Book Reviews


“Meding successfully captures the action-packed pace of superhero team comics with her group of colorful young adventurers.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Dark and gritty, heroic and horrifying, not to mention intense, aptly describe Meding’s work. . . . I can honestly say that I loved this book more than any other I have read by Meding. Her love of comic books, X-Men, and the like comes through every single page. She pulls no punches, takes you to the heart of her characters so that you share their joy and their sorrow. . . . I can’t wait to see what else is in store for Trance and the gang!”


—Night Owl Reviews


“The first book in Meding’s Meta Wars series sets the tone for further exciting, death-defying adventures. . . . It is heartening to know that amid the life-and-death struggles, there is still time for romance. Excellent, compelling reading for all fans of urban fantasy.”


—Single Titles


“What a great world Meding has built with her new Meta Wars series. . . . The story line was fresh and engaging. I had NO clue who the villain really was. It was a total shock to me. . . . Definitely a great opening to a new urban fantasy series.”


—Urban Fantasy Investigations


“I loved the complete break from traditional urban fantasy mythology that Trance introduced. There is a real X-Men/The Incredibles vibe to this story that really worked. . . . There is certainly a lot of fun to be had in a world like this.”


—All Things Urban Fantasy


“Meding provides an entertaining superhero vs. supervillain urban fantasy. Filled with action from the moment the young MetaHumans begin to realize their powers returned . . . fans will enjoy this fun thriller.”


—Alternative Worlds


“A well-written book by a talented author. . . . I can’t say there is a character I didn’t enjoy. . . . And the villain was just crazy! . . . This book is so cool. I can’t think of a better word to describe it.”


—Yummy Men and Kick Ass Chicks
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“A fast-paced adventure.”


—Charlaine Harris, #1 New York Times bestselling author


“Gritty, imaginative, and a terrific read. . . . A real storyteller.”


—Patricia Briggs, #1 New York Times bestselling author


“Dark, dangerous, and delectable. . . . Impossible to put down!”


—Gena Showalter, New York Times bestselling author


“Action-packed, edgy, and thrilling. . . . You won’t want to miss this one.”


—Jeaniene Frost, New York Times bestselling author


“A phenomenal story . . . utterly addictive.”


—Jackie Kessler, critically acclaimed author


“Thrilling. . . . Especially impressive are her worldbuilding skills.”


—RT Book Reviews


“[An] excellent series.”


—Bitten by Books


“Will keep you on the edge of your seat.”


—Book Lovers Inc.
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Introduction



My name is Dahlia Perkins, but on the job I go by Ember. Six months ago, I was a struggling journalist for a small gossip paper. Now I’m a superhero. Freelance superhero, to be specific. Specifics are important. In our line of work, it’s all in the details. Details keep you alive.


Consider this detail: fifteen years ago, superpowered humans, or Metas, worked for a subbranch of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives called the MetaHuman Control Group. They were the Ranger Corps—the good guys. They kept the peace against their malevolent counterparts, the Banes, who used their powers to terrorize the general public. Then everyone mysteriously lost their powers for the next fifteen years. Six months ago those powers returned, and it was discovered that the MHC kept a fail-safe on hand, just in case the Meta population got out of control. Their fail-safe solution to global safety was death for all Metas—Rangers and Banes alike.


During the chaos of these events, my own hitherto unknown Meta powers came to the attention of the surviving Rangers, and my career as a reporter came to an abrupt end.


Long story short: the former Rangers and I bid the ATF farewell and took to freelance work. The Banes are still in prison, but the goal of our leader, Trance, is to see all of them eventually set free. Unfortunately, the majority of Americans don’t want to see them set free, so Trance’s inroads keep hitting dead ends.


On a personal note, it’s finally useful to be the illegitimate daughter of a well-known billionaire. Trust fund money bought our new headquarters, is funding its renovations, and will keep us afloat for a while longer—barring any serious disaster that results in the city of Los Angeles suing our asses off.


Big trouble, that.




One


Settling In


Who’s got the friggin’ fire extinguisher?”


Renee’s shout echoed all the way down the main staircase, punctuated by a foot stamped down on the ceiling above me. I dropped my paint-soaked roller into its pan a little too hard and splattered eggshell interior latex all over the legs of my jeans, adding to the preexisting splats of burgundy, sage, white, navy blue, and two different wood stains.


I was downstairs in the foyer of the mansion we were hip deep in renovating, trying to get a second coat onto the walls of the spacious entry. Even after a primer and first coat, the garish blue-green paint job the home’s previous owners subjected themselves to—in a fit of drunken misguidance, one can only hope—continued to peek through. The home in mostly deserted Beverly Hills had been on the market for seven years before we bought it; real estate in California anywhere south of Santa Barbara was hard to sell. Everyone was moving north, just as they had been in the twenty years since the outbreak of the Meta War, which had ravaged Los Angeles,  among other major cities. With the last four major film studios located in Vancouver, half of the city’s population had defected to Canada.


Several million residents remained, though, including us six—the last of a defunct group of superheroes once called the Ranger Corps.


The house we settled on—and after much discussion named Hill House, in memory of a fallen friend—was huge. More than twenty rooms, a perimeter fence with a built-in security system, an interior courtyard, outdoor pool and tennis court, and plastic pipes that didn’t need replacing. Everything else was superficial and could be fixed with time and patience.


More foot stamping above. Renee and Ethan had gone upstairs to work on the front room, which was destined to be our common lounge. I darted toward the main staircase on my right and took the steps two at a time, past the first landing and up to the second floor.


The lounge was on my immediate right. Its floor was bare, stripped of its old carpeting, and sanded smooth of ancient carpet glue. The walls were painted a pleasant lemon yellow and trimmed with walnut molding. It was a large, L-shaped room, and I stood at the entrance to the short end.


Ethan “Tempest” Swift sat on the floor by the far wall, next to the open balcony doors. Morning sunlight glinted off his red hair, seeming to set it on fire. He clutched his left hand to his chest and scowled at the far end of the room. I rounded the corner to the longer end of the L and was assaulted by the odor of scorched plastic. Renee “Flex” Duvall hovered in the  center of the room, staring up at the ceiling. A dusty, broken light fixture lay in pieces at her feet. Above her, exposed wires dangled and sparked, and light gray smoke twisted out of the hole in the ceiling.


“Are you two trying to burn us down?” I asked. I strode over, accidentally bumping Renee sideways with my hip. She grunted. I extended my hands toward the exposed wires and concentrated. The heat pulled into my body, absorbed through my fingertips to settle deep in my belly. A warm flush filled my cheeks. A few sparks leapt from the hole to me—little caresses of warmth—and then the threat passed.


“Yeah, we were hoping to cause a nice fire,” Renee said. Her berry-red lips twisted into a wry smile, the only bit of her skin that wasn’t ash blue. “Because I love burning down the headquarters I’ve barely had a chance to live in.”


For a moment, I didn’t know if she was serious. Renee and I had an awkward relationship, to say the least. I discovered the awesome extent of my powers during the same fire that killed a good friend—possibly a lover—of hers. I hadn’t grown up with her and the others, and she often seemed to view me as an annoyance, rather than a teammate.


“My fault,” Ethan said, hauling ass to his feet. “I should have turned off the circuit breaker before I decided to try some rewiring.”


I blanched. “You think?”


“I’m just trying to be helpful with this whole renovations thing, Dal. I like to think I can do more than just help the paint dry faster.”


Renee’s mouth twitched. “You know, people might line  up for that kind of assistance. Blow a lot of wind, dry the paint in ten minutes flat. Contractors would pay good money for you.”


“Not contractors who get paid by the hour.”


Ethan’s particular power was control over the air. His code name, Tempest, fit the ability perfectly. He could concentrate a whirlwind to drill a hole into the ground, and aim a blast of air at an object to knock it loose from a great height. His most impressive (to me) talent was gliding on air currents to simulate flying. He looked so free when he flew, as close to happy as he ever seemed to get. Ethan often played peacemaker among our disparate personalities, but he never seemed to find any peace for himself.


I blew air out through my nose. “Look, guys, I know that Teresa is all gung-ho about us doing as much as possible ourselves, but there are reasons people hire professional electricians. Painting is one thing, but electricity is tricky. Let’s just pay someone and get it over with. We can—”


“If you say we can afford it one more time, I’ll gag you,” Renee said. She planted her hands on her hips, and I half expected her to stretch her limbs into crazy proportions in order to intimidate me. I admired her power. She could stretch her body like taffy, at least ten times its original length. All I did was absorb heat.


“Well, we can,” I snapped. Our decision to break away from government oversight and go freelance had hinged on accessing the trust fund my father left in my name. It was money I’d ignored my entire adult life, until I finally found a way to put it to good use. “What we can’t afford is Ethan constantly electrocuting himself, or us burning this place down around our ears. He’s not an electrician.”


“Just a windbag.”


Ethan grunted. “Funny.”


Renee blew him a kiss. “Look, Dal, bring it up with Teresa again. If she wants to hire out, fine. Great. Go for it. Just don’t get your hopes up.”


“I just don’t understand why she’s so averse to using the money,” I said.


“It’s not about the money.”


I stared. “What do you mean, it’s not about the money?”


They had both known Teresa “Trance” West longer than I had; they had grown up together, along with Marco “Onyx” Mendoza and Gage “Cipher” McAllister. The five of them, elder heroes by all rights, worked together like a single entity. As much as I tried, I never felt like one of them. Yes, I was MetaHuman just like they were, but I wasn’t part of their shared history. It made me an outsider.


They knew what else bothered our venerable leader, and I hadn’t a clue.


“Well?” I asked. “Throw me a bone here, guys.”


“She’s being cautious, is all,” Ethan said. “Any electrician we hire would be a stranger. This is our sanctuary, Dal, and we can’t let just anyone inside.”


I understood Teresa’s reasons for extreme caution, having lived through the events that culminated in our separation from the MetaHuman Control branch of the ATF. Her sense of betrayal over the fail-safe plan. The literal betrayal by Dr. Angus Seward, who was once considered a valuable ally and  had, in the end, tried to annihilate all Metas. Knowledge that attack could come from any direction, as it often did when we ventured into the city. Heroes to some, villains to others, but feared by all—this is what we had become to the people of Los Angeles.


“I’m not suggesting,” I began, picking my words carefully, “that we grab contractors off the street and give them a key to the front gate. We check them out, they have escorts while on the property, and no access to certain rooms.” Rooms that housed our personal history and, like the War Room, were not for public viewing.


“I could agree to that.”


We all turned toward the door nearest us, at the top of the L. Teresa stood in its frame, arms tight across her chest. Her violet-streaked hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, the tips frozen with blue paint, and more blue paint decorated her cheeks, forearms, and jeans. It created a palette contrast with the natural violet hues that framed her forehead, jawline, and elbows, and sunk deeply into the wells of her collarbone.


The coloration made her look like a domestic abuse victim—a laughable thought to anyone who knew Gage McAllister. They loved each other in a messy, passionate, eyes-wide-open way I thought existed only in the cinema. Few people found that kind of love, and being around them made me alternate between sugar shock and longing for it in my own life. I had low expectations; relationships and I did not go together.


Teresa smiled at me, brightening up the room with such  a simple gesture. She was only three years older than me, and the youngest among the others, but her leadership was unchallenged. She created intense energy orbs that could knock someone senseless, or shatter entire brick walls. Power led, and she possessed great power, tempered by equal amounts of humility. Her gentle approval was worth more to me than a thousand words of encouragement.


“I take it you have someone in mind?” Teresa asked.


Oops. “I’ll find someone we can trust.” The haziest bit of memory poked at my brain without coalescing into something useful. It would come to me.


She nodded, taking me at my word. Her violet gaze turned past me, to Ethan. “Let me see it,” she said, walking to him.


He held out his hand, frowning like a kid who’d had dessert taken away. The tips of his fingers were red, his index finger starting to blister. She held his hand gently, gazing at the burns with a mother hen quality she’d displayed more and more frequently these last few months.


“Just don’t say I told you so,” Ethan said.


She quirked an eyebrow. “Would I say that?”


“You’re thinking it.”


“There’s some burn ointment downstairs in the infirmary.”


“I’ll patch him up,” Renee said. “Come on, Windy, I’ll give you the hot-pink bandages.”


Ethan blanched. “That’s supposed to be an incentive?”


She slung her arm over his shoulders and steered him toward the door. Their idle teasing followed them out of  the room, leaving me and Teresa alone. She gazed up at the dangling wires and blackened hole. A shadow of fatigue stole across her face, and then disappeared behind a mask of thoughtfulness.


“Was this Renee’s brilliant idea, or Ethan’s?” she asked.


“You got me. I just came when someone yelled for a fire extinguisher.”


Laughing, she said, “Good thing you were home, then, because I don’t believe we own an actual extinguisher. Something else to add to our growing list of needs.” Her voice dropped on the last bit, humor overtaken by frustration. No one, least of all Teresa, had believed striking out on our own would be so exhausting.


Give her something positive to think about, Dal.


“The lobby is almost finished,” I said. “I have one more wall to cover and then we can lay down the new floor. The laminate arrived at the store this morning, it just hasn’t been delivered yet.”


“Good news.” Something still distracted her. Couldn’t be a fight with Gage. They didn’t know how to fight without resorting to makeup sex within ten minutes of the argument. The upstairs walls were pretty thick, but not the doors.


“How’s your room coming along?” I asked, trying again.


“Almost done.” The edge in her voice softened at the topic of her shared room. Definitely not a fight with Gage. “I never thought I’d be the type to spend so much time picking out curtains, especially at twenty-five. Literal curtains and metaphorical ones.”


It was a simple statement that said so much about her,  probably without meaning to. She rarely gave up details about her life during the last fifteen years she and the others had spent without powers. Fifteen long years separated from her childhood friends, from anything remotely like her old life, forced to pretend she’d always been normal; had never been the daughter of two decorated heroes.


From idle conversation, I knew she’d done things she wasn’t proud of in those years, even spent a little time in jail, and she hadn’t found happiness until getting her powers back. It had been a rebirth for everyone, including me.


She had lost her powers as a child of ten, torn away by a pair of mysterious Wardens, then restored when the Wardens were murdered. I discovered my powers during a freak accident at my old apartment, two days after. I spilled sesame oil while attempting a stir-fry and caught the pan’s contents on fire. It sizzled, splattered, and ignited the sleeve of my blouse.


I had screamed, startled less by the fire than by the lack of heat on my skin. The flames licked at the blouse and my hand. As I watched, the fire absorbed right into my body. It remained hot for the next hour, and then faded completely. I’d explained it away as a panic-induced hallucination—even after news began to spread of the Meta reactivation. I hadn’t entertained the idea that I was a Meta until the day the Channel 9 broadcast station blew up, and I really came into my abilities.


No, I couldn’t compare our pain, or hope to understand her feelings of alienation and isolation. Trying to was patronizing.


“I haven’t even thought about wallpaper,” I said, “much less curtains.”


Teresa laughed, and I basked in the warmth of her smile. “You have time to settle in, Dahlia. With any luck, we’ll be here for a very long while.” She picked at a fleck of dried paint adhering to her arm. “So, do you know any good electricians?”


An alarm clanged in the hallway, like an old-fashioned school bell. We turned toward the door in perfect unison.


“Something tripped the security system’s perimeter alarm,” Teresa said, then took off running.


I dashed after her through the door, around a curve in the short hallway, and back down the main staircase. She took them two at a time, moving faster than me, and disappeared. I crossed the lobby, still running, and turned down the left corridor. I ran past the interior courtyard exit on my right, to the first door on the left. Our appointed War Room housed a long oak table and eight chairs. A digital monitor took up four feet of the opposite wall, situated between the room’s two windows. Maps and a dry-erase board decorated the wall on my right.


To my left, another door stood open and voices filtered out. Research and security. Half the size of the previous room, it contained only two computer systems so far. More were expected to be delivered next week. At the moment, the monitor on the right desk was for online research and connecting to our intranetwork, a program that Marco had written for us, after admitting his pre-repowering job was  as a computer programmer (it still felt odd to think that any of us once had real jobs). It collated and integrated all of our combined information about known Metas, unsolved crimes, and even allowed us access to certain protected government databases.


On the left desk, the computer displayed eight different camera angles of our property. The perimeter fence had twenty-four different views and it monitored almost every single inch of the fence line. With that much acreage, it was quite a feat. The display monitor switched views every four seconds, recording everything into our database. I knew the views by heart, since I’d helped Marco install all of the cameras two months ago—right before that friendship went all to hell.


Teresa, Renee, and Ethan were hunched over the monitor.


“Did something trip the alarm?” I asked.


Teresa had taken the desk chair, and she punched a series of command codes into the keyboard. A search box came up. Moments later, the eight angles disappeared and were replaced by one large scene. I recognized the length of fence behind the pool house. A grove of trees created a natural curtain between our property and our rear neighbor. Teresa pressed Play.


Wind rustled the leaves of the trees. Seconds passed and nothing happened. Two birds, about the size of wrens, swooped down from the trees. They chased and danced back and forth across the screen. Then they angled sideways and flew right between the narrow iron bars of the fence. Red letters appeared on the bottom of the screen: Perimeter Breach Detected.


“Hell, T,” Renee said. “I thought it was some kind of emergency and it’s just a goddamn bird?”


“It’s a sensitive system, Renee,” Ethan said. He tapped a few keys and new words popped up: Perimeter Sensor Eight Deactivated. “We need to find a middle ground with the sensors so it doesn’t get tripped by birds but will still pick up on small objects being lobbed at our house.”


“Yeah, we don’t want to be woken up in the middle of the night by a runaway parakeet.”


“It’s fixable, okay?” Teresa said. “There are going to be glitches, folks, we’re still feeling this out. But we responded to the alarm, which is its purpose.”


“What about the earthquake that set it off two days ago?” Renee said.


“The earthquake, really?” I said. I wasn’t home for the 5.2 that shook the town. Earthquakes set off car alarms and such, so our system really wasn’t a stretch.


“We’ll have false alarms, guys,” Ethan said, stepping in as peacemaker. “I’d rather have false positives than a system unable to detect a real threat. Am I alone?”


“No, you’re not,” Teresa said.


Renee grunted, and the others took that as her agreement. Their scrutiny fell on me, and I nodded.


Teresa’s intense, violet-eyed gaze continued to study me, until she finally asked, “So what are your afternoon plans, Dal?”


 “Hadn’t really thought much past painting the—” Oh, wait, I had a new assignment. “Electrician hunting, right?”


“Bingo.”


“I’ll get on that,” I said, and darted from the room.


As I passed through the lobby I tossed a guilty look at the paint pan and roller, drying to a tacky mess by the wall. Someone would finish it later. Half the house still needed fresh coats of paint. Thank goodness it was June and not the middle of L.A.’s rainy season. We had the windows wide open and box fans blowing fresh, if somewhat humid, air around to rid the place of the cloying odor of new paint.


My room was on the second floor, like the others. Unlike them, I’d chosen a room in the front of the house, second door on the left, on the opposite side of the house from the rooms of my elders. It’s funny that I still thought of them that way, even though, at thirty, Gage was as old as we got. Unless you counted Simon Hewitt, a former bad guy and current Teresa West Pet Project. He lived and worked in New York, though, with his son, Caleb, and wasn’t technically part of the team.


They were all elder compared to my experience, I supposed, and in bloodline. My mother hadn’t been a Ranger, nor had anyone else in her family. My father—such as he was—had no powers. Someone in one of their family trees had to have been Meta, but I had no idea who and really didn’t care enough to research it. The direct descendants of the Ranger Corps were the five people I worked with every single day. Stories circulated about newly powered people  popping up across the country. We’d publicly invited them to contact us. So far, they were keeping to themselves.


I popped into my bedroom to change. Its meager contents included a well-made bed, littered with overstuffed pillows, and a matching dresser. My favorite wicker rocking chair had followed me from my old apartment. An oversize, peeling white monster with a flat, faded cushion, it was the only thing from my mother’s house I’d kept.


Sentimentality wasn’t my strong suit. I had a shoe box of snapshots packed up in a carton along with the rest of my meager belongings—mostly books and a few academic award certificates. Spiffing up my personal space was less important than getting the rest of the house in order. No one would ever see the crappy interior of my bedroom, but the lobby and downstairs rooms presented an image to others. It had to be a good one.


I stripped out of my paint-splattered jeans and tank top, then did a quick skin check in the closet mirror, as had become a habit. Teresa had smudges of purple on her body, some more noticeable than others. Renee was completely blue. Marco had black and brown patches of velvet-soft fur all over his face, torso, and legs. Sections of Gage’s hair reflected the same silver in his flecked eyes. Only Ethan had escaped noticeable discoloration.


So far, I had an orange streak that no brand of hair dye managed to hide, but no other major colorations on my body. Thank God. Even my eyes had remained light blue.


I slipped into a pair of clean, dark blue jeans and a white silk camisole. A brush through my hair separated the dried-together bits. I twisted the orange section into a rope, tucked it behind my right ear, and secured it with a barrette. Not too bad. Nothing like the timid journalist I’d been last year.


I opened the door and jumped back, barely missing Ethan’s fist knocking into my nose. His other hand sported bandages on three fingertips.


“Hey,” he said, “change your clothes. We’ve got a job.”




Two


Sunset and Laurel


The “job” turned out to be a dead body on Sunset Boulevard. Two LAPD squad cars were double-parked on the street, lights flashing, when Trance parked our SUV behind them. Tempest and I tumbled out with her. The midday humidity felt like dragon’s breath after the chill of the car’s AC.


The Dream Parlor provided just what it advertised, in the form of exotic dancers and cheap booze. Housed in an old comedy club—as were many of the businesses on this strip of Sunset—its façade was painted in garish shades of yellow and green, with the silhouette of a naked woman parked between the m and P on the sign. Tacky, tasteless, and perfect for the neighborhood.


One of the uniformed officers pointed us left, toward an alley between the Dream Parlor and the vacant building next door. Trance started to thank him, but he’d already turned away. The snub didn’t hurt, not like it had the first time I realized we were no longer city celebrities. We had become, without realizing it, people to fear. The public  wanted us to help them out when needed, but otherwise stay far away.


Fear does strange things to people.


The alley reeked of stale beer, rotting food, and the general odor of human waste, all twisted up into one great, sickly stink. I bit down on the tip of my tongue, willing breakfast to stay put. I could handle broken bones and gushing blood; bad smells would not get the better of me.


A dozen yards down, past a collection of plastic trash cans and rotting cardboard boxes, stood a trio of people. A well-dressed man in a pressed blue suit and expensive shades hovered nearby, jotting something on a notepad. At his elbow was a brown-haired woman, conversely dressed in jeans and a tight, three-quarter-sleeved blouse. Detective partners we worked with occasionally—Pascal and Forney, if I recalled correctly. Another uniformed officer stood nearby, trying his best to melt into the brick wall. He saw us first, another trio in our own unique uniforms.


After quitting the Ranger Corps and the MHC payroll, Teresa had brainstormed a new idea for our uniforms: simple, slick black pants with a variety of zippered pockets, tank tops in our preferred color, woven through with armored thread, and matching black jackets. My color was orange, Trance’s was silver, and Tempest’s green. The stretchable Kevlar in our tank tops was a gift from the brain trust that was ATF Agent Rita McNally. She could come up with some unusual toys, and it made me glad she was on our side.


Trance approached the scene with confidence in her stride. Tempest and I flanked her, creating a perfect triangle. My palms were sweaty and not from the day’s heat. I schooled my face into the perfect picture of calm as we approached. The wall of human bodies parted, and I gazed down at my first murder victim.


And almost lost my breakfast.


It wasn’t a body as much as it was a body’s case. Skin, hair, and nails, in the perfect replica of a human being. The pink-and-tan body looked like an inflatable doll that had gone flat, but it wasn’t plastic. The details were too perfect, from the lines around the empty eyes to the warts on the tops of the man’s feet. There was no blood, no gore, no sign of the eyeballs or anything else that wasn’t external.


A human slipcover.


“Oh boy,” I muttered.


“You okay?” Tempest asked, a little pale himself. His good hand squeezed my shoulder.


I tore my eyes away from the graphic—yet, oddly, not gory—sight. “Yeah, I think so. Wh-what could do that to a person?”


“That’s why we called you people in,” Detective Forney said. She wore shockingly red lipstick and matching nail polish. A scar ran the length of her left cheek, from ear to chin, thin as a pencil line, but noticeable in the bright daylight. Heavy makeup covered her face, thickest under her eyes and across the bridge of her nose, which seemed slightly swollen.


“You people?” Trance said, shoulders tensing.


“Yes, you guys, you people,” she said. “Christ, don’t be so touchy. We’re doing you a favor by bringing you into this case.”


Trance squared off with the mouthy detective. “Funny, I assumed you brought us in because you don’t have a clue what did this, or why, or how you’d fight it if you met it in a dark alley. Am I anywhere close, Detective Forney?”


Forney sneered. Detective Pascal placed a warning hand on her shoulder. A good six inches taller than his partner, he was an intimidating presence, and she backed off. Her hand brushed mine as she swept past and stalked down the alley to the street.


“She’s not very good with people,” Pascal said. “That’s why she works homicide. Gets along great with dead bodies.”


Tempest snickered.


Trance crouched over the skin. “I take it your forensics team will inform us of anything they find? Any indication of how the skin was removed and why.”


“Of course,” Pascal said. “Forney might not like you, but this is far beyond our abilities to solve alone. Maybe if there was some sign that the skin had been cut, some evidence of a knife or scraping tool, but there isn’t. Everything that was inside the skin is just . . . gone.”


Trance studied the scene with more control than I could have managed in her position. “I wish I had a quick answer for you. I can’t recall any registered Bane with the power to do something like this.” The majority of our repowered enemies were still living in Manhattan, on the island that had been turned into a prison at the end of the Meta War, and no one had been reported missing.


“Unregistered Metas have been popping up across the country,” Pascal said. “This could be someone you’ve not encountered before.”


“Possibly.”


Tempest cocked his head to the left. “You have a theory, Trance?”


“Not yet.”


Pascal’s pocket jingled. He fished into it and retrieved a phone, flipped it open with his thumb, and pressed it to his ear. “Yeah, Mike?” Pause. His eyebrows arched. “Where was that again?” He wrote something on his pad. “Who?” Writing. “Okay, thanks, Mike.”


Pascal enlightened us. “That was a pal over in the County Sheriff’s Office. Eight days ago, they found one of these skin jobs in a Dumpster behind a diner out near the foothills. It was partially decomposed, and they guessed the time of death was two days earlier.”


This wasn’t an isolated incident. Someone was out there skinning people. Or sucking their insides out. Neither idea appealed to me.


“Did they identify their victim?” Trance asked.


“Yeah, a man named Ronald Jarvis,” Pascal said, checking his notes. “Thirty-two, divorced, no kids. He worked for a place north of Studio City called Weatherfield Research and Development.”


“Weatherfield?” I said. It was a name I’d not heard in years, and it made horrible, fascinating sense that Weatherfield could be involved, even tangentially, in something like this.


“Ember?” Trance said. “What is it? You look ill.”


I swallowed. “Weatherfield R and D is a biological research center fronting as a hospital facility. They were the  subject of my senior investigative piece. I wrote a thirty-page article on that place and got a failing grade because all I had to substantiate my claims were rumors.”


“What claims?” Pascal asked.


“Genetic meddling, biological enhancement, cloning experiments, you name it. It’s entirely possible, given what they’re known to do, that one of their projects is our skin remover.”


“What do you know, exactly?” Trance asked.


She crossed her arms over her chest, gazing at me like a professor challenging her student. I squared my shoulders, not intimidated by the familiar stance. For the last two years I had fought hard to get my dignity back, to rise above graduating last in a journalism class of one hundred and eleven students because I chose to write the article. I hadn’t started my career writing for gossip rags for fun.


“When I was a junior at Cal State, I dated a guy,” I said, nervous under the gaze of my attentive audience. “His name was Stan. He was an art student who worked two part-time jobs to make tuition. One day close to Christmas break, he answered an ad in the paper. Five hundred dollars cash if you volunteered for a five-day experiment. He didn’t have family, and we weren’t that serious, so he did it.


“He didn’t come back for the winter term, and when I saw him again in the spring, he was different. Nervous, always pale and tired. He stopped eating, stopped doing his art. Eventually he dropped out. Over the summer I tracked him down at a mental hospital in Reno. He’d completely lost it. During cogent moments, he talked about Weatherfield. The  experiment had killed a participant, and they’d all been paid to keep quiet.


“A lot of it was delusional rambling, but it got me interested in Weatherfield in a huge way. I talked to more students who’d signed up, but they wouldn’t tell me anything. No one would go on the record. Weatherfield never returned my calls.”


My heart was pounding faster than was healthy. Adrenaline had kicked in at some point during my story. I hadn’t thought about Stan for ages. He and Weatherfield were no longer part of my conscious mind—just part of my past mistakes. My skin felt warm, flushed, the air around us a few degrees cooler.


“Ember?” Tempest said.


“I know.” I closed my eyes and concentrated on my emotions, squashing the anger back into place. Every time I thought I had a handle on my powers, something took that control away. The flush dispersed. “Sorry.”


“It’s okay,” Trance said. She turned to Pascal, who had distanced himself from me. “Did your friend question Jarvis’s employers at Weatherfield?”


Pascal nodded. “He said Jarvis had no enemies at work. No high-priority projects that might incur jealousy among fellow employees. Everyone was surprised he died, and no one noticed him missing because it was a weekend.” His gaze flickered toward the ground. “Mike said he got fingerprints off his vic, so we should be able to get an ID on ours.”


“I hope so, because you don’t have any teeth to check against dental records.”


 “You sure you’re not a cop?”


She smiled. “I read a lot, Detective, and I have a lot of smart people around me. I assume you brought us in for a reason, so if we choose to investigate independently, will I have the support of the LAPD?”


“I’ll vouch for you.”


“What about your partner?”


“She will, too, even if she doesn’t know it yet.”


“Thank you. I promise to not abuse your trust.”


Pascal nodded and left the alley, already dialing a number on his phone. Trance squatted over the shell of skin, near the remains of the face. I forced myself to look, to learn and understand what she was doing.


Five holes dotted the face: two eyes, nostrils, and the mouth. The lips were gone, only smooth flesh indicating where they had been. Eyebrows and eyelashes were intact, as was the shadow of an unshaven beard. Nothing about the body was ragged or violated. Everything in perfect order, just empty.


“Did you mean it before?” Tempest asked. “When you said you couldn’t think of a single Bane who could do this?”


“Of course I meant it,” Trance replied. “I have no reason to lie to him.”


“So you would have told him if you could think of a Bane?”


Her violet eyes flashed. “Yes, Tempest, I would have. As much as I want the Banes to be forgiven for their past crimes, that does not extend to present ones. If one of them is killing now, I want them brought to justice.”


“Just checking, boss.”


The near fight ended as quickly as it began, but something had sparked between the pair. Tempest and Flex openly disagreed with Trance’s position on the imprisoned Banes. Trance wanted to see them pardoned, released, and allowed to live regular lives. Many of the Banes had expressed similar wishes over the last few months. They no longer had a leader to fight for; many had established some semblance of a life on Manhattan Island and desired to stay—with freedoms intact and supplies made readily available.


In Trance’s eyes, we were all MetaHumans. She reserved the term Bane for those still operating outside of the law, rather than a blanket label for the sixty-odd adults who once opposed our predecessors. A fresh start, she called it.


Tempest and Flex stood in the opposite corner of the boxing ring. Both had been terribly hurt—the former physically, the latter emotionally—six months ago. No one expected the hurt to go away quickly, but they clung to it like a safety blanket. The Banes had not changed, and they never would. In their eyes, evil never died. It only hibernated awhile before rearing its terrible head.


I didn’t take sides in the argument. I never felt I had the right. I could never hope to walk in their shoes. Everything I’d done, every move I’d made over the last six months had been about making my own path.


Rangers and Banes were things of the past. All we had now was the present.


“So what’s our next step?” I asked. “Weatherfield?”


Trance stood up. “Definitely Weatherfield. They’re connected to this case, even if the killer isn’t from their facility. One of the victims definitely is, and for all we know, there are more than two.”


A sense of triumph settled warmly in my chest. After all these years, a chance to finally set foot inside of the Weatherfield facility; enter the walls that had destroyed Stan’s mind and spirit and left an empty husk in its place.


“We should bring Cipher along,” Tempest said, and Trance agreed. She had her com out and dialing as we headed back to our car.




Three


Weatherfield


To save time, we picked up Gage “Cipher” McAllister a few blocks from the house; we still had a good twenty minutes of traffic maneuvering between us and Weatherfield. He climbed into the backseat with me, in his blue-topped uniform, and Trance sped off toward the freeway.


Cipher’s hyper-enhanced senses would make any interrogation expert turn green. He could hear heartbeats a hundred yards away, had a vision range of a quarter mile, and possessed the sensitive nose of a bloodhound. He’d also taught himself to combine his senses and create a unique organic lie detector. Changes in blood pressure, heart rate, sweating, and body temperature were all easy clues in the game of deceit.


Though the heart of the film industry had moved north years ago, music remained a cash cow in Los Angeles, along with other entrepreneurial enterprises. Traffic on the freeways remained heavy as citizens traveled north to south, from Van Nuys and Burbank down to Pasadena, and farther south to Long Beach. Most of the exits to and from West Hollywood, Chinatown, Inglewood, and Santa Monica saw little use, and sat cracked and empty. The center of old L.A. was for the poor, the hiding, and people like us—outsiders, all.


The Weatherfield compound took up an entire city block. Double rows of chain-link fence ran the perimeter, topped with razor wire and security cameras. A four-story parking structure occupied the north corner. Two large buildings took over the rest. The second and fourth floors were connected by glassed-in walkways. It looked like a hospital or office building, with no outward signs of its sinister interior. A single gate emerged out of nowhere, and Trance had to hit the brakes to avoid shooting past.


She paused at the guard hut and rolled down her window. The guard, sweaty and red-faced in his black uniform and hat, took one look at her, a quick look into the van at the rest of us, and dashed back into his concrete and glass hut. He picked up a phone, said something, and nodded. The phone went back into the cradle and he poked his head outside.


“Visitor parking is on the first level,” he said. “Dr. Kinsey will meet you there.”


The gate buzzed and parted. A thrill danced up my spine as we drove through. Years ago, I had stood on the sidewalk across the street, desperate for a way in, never dreaming I would be invited inside to poke around.


The parking structure was dimly lit and chilly. It reeked of gasoline, exhaust fumes, and something else. Something darker, mysterious. Dank places like basements and garages give me the creeps. We walked back into the brilliant sunlight, and I basked in the glow. Much better.


Past an immaculate flower garden and a tended lawn, we found the main entrance to Weatherfield Research and Development. A revolving glass doorway welcomed us inside. Passing through the spiral was like entering another world.


The odor of antiseptic hit me hard and tempted a sneeze. I pinched my nose and squinted under the glare of bright fluorescent lighting. The lobby floor was polished white marble, the walls painted a sparkling silver-gray. A stark white security desk took up the center of the room, punctuated by a bank of monitors. Black and white leather sofas created a small waiting area immediately to the right, near a long line of tinted windows. On the left was a bank of elevators, four in a row, each gleaming chrome surface reflecting our images back to us with perfect clarity.


The desk guard stood up. He looked just as uncomfortable in his black uniform as the guard outside had, and I suddenly smiled. Even the guards matched the décor. Not a single potted plant or hint of color anywhere.


“Dr. Kinsey will be with you in a moment,” the guard said. His name badge read Smith.


Yeah, right.


Smith stared openly. He either didn’t know he was being rude, or plain didn’t care.


The elevator dinged; the doors to the first on the left slid open. The man who emerged wasn’t the stodgy, bespectacled scientist schlub I’d expected to see running the show. Dr. Kinsey had a lean, swimmer’s body that he showed off beneath brown slacks, a royal blue shirt, and immaculate tie. No lab coat, no clipboard or spectacles. Just thick brown hair, cut  short in a style almost spiky and modern. His pale eyes might have been hazel. He had a neatly trimmed mustache and goatee that showed no trace of gray, even though he had to be at least forty, if not older. The only giveaway that he might be a doctor at all was the silver stethoscope looped around his neck.


His attention moved around the room, landing on me last. He narrowed his eyes and practically snarled, “No press. You can ask your questions, but no press is allowed in here.”


My throat squeezed. I was so taken aback by his anger, I couldn’t utter a word in my own defense. His voice had a dry, sandpaper quality that was at once commanding and frightening.


Trance took a step forward, unafraid. “She isn’t a journalist anymore, sir, she’s one of us.”


He didn’t seem to hear her. “I remember you,” he said, still glaring at me. “You caused a lot of trouble a few years ago. What is it with you, girl? You get off on this?”


“Hey!” Trance snapped her fingers. A violet orb the size of a grapefruit hovered above her hand, twirling and crackling, and finally got his attention. “That’s better. Now, if you would curb the attitude for a minute, I will reiterate that Ember is a member of my team. She is not a reporter, and if you deny her access, you can just explain to Detective Pascal and the LAPD that you are not cooperating with an official investigation. Understand?”


He narrowed his eyes at Trance, then at the orb. “Put that thing away. We’re not here to fight, just share information.”


“That’s what I thought.”


Turns out he was Dr. Abram Kinsey, head of the biogenics lab and our tour guide for the afternoon. Trance introduced everyone; Kinsey barely nodded in our direction. Trance was in charge, which made her the one with whom he wanted to speak.


“You’re here about Ronald Jarvis,” Kinsey said.


“Yes, we are,” Trance replied.


“Then let’s take this into my office.”


He gestured at the elevator, and we boarded it one by one. I hid in the back, trying to stay away from Kinsey and his angry eyes. Just because I’d tossed around some careless accusations two years ago did not mean I was the same person. I knew better now. Knew to have evidence to support my claims, and I knew the devastating effects of not having any.
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