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			For everyone who’s ever felt a little bit different: be your own hero, and embrace your uniqueness every single day

		

	
		
			One

			West Hollywood

			Greens are such a pain in the ass.”

			I hadn’t intended my comment to come out loud enough for anyone to overhear, especially my boss and partner for the night, Teresa West, but she heard it anyway and gave me a quelling glare from her side of the pile of rubble we were crouching behind. I didn’t take the words back, though. My personal ass was in quite a bit of its own pain after a telekinetic blast from the aforementioned Green knocked me onto it about two minutes ago. “Green” was our chosen word for young, untrained Metas who thought it was cool to use their newly discovered powers to break the law.

			Such as the telekinetic Green attempting to rob West Hollywood’s only branch of the Second National Bank of California. Most average bank robbers go in during the day, when a teller can hand over the cash. Our bank robber thought she was clever by going in at three in the morning to tear out a few walls.

			Fortunately for us, she wasn’t clever enough to test her newfound powers before the robbery, or she’d have known they didn’t actually work on steel. She’d spent so much time fighting to open the vault, the LAPD had shown up—then they decided to call us in to deal with the mess. As the leader of our band of mismatched former Rangers, Teresa accepted the job and then promptly assigned herself. Her Meta ability lets her shoot awesome purple balls of energy, capable of annihilating walls, out of her fingers, as well as create the occasional force field. She volunteered me because I can control the wind. Ethan “Tempest” Swift at your service. Among other handy things, I can stop the wind from moving, blast it out, spiral it like a drill, and use it to fly.

			The bank robber—whom we hadn’t actually seen yet, but whose screams of frustration had a decidedly female pitch—was not happy when we appeared on the scene. My pained ass and the pile of rubble serving as our shield against her tantrum (rubble that used to be part of the building across the street from the bank) were proof.

			“She’s terrified,” Teresa said.

			“That tends to happen when you rob a bank and the cops show up,” I replied with a heaping dose of sarcasm.

			Teresa has a thing about helping Metas. All Metas, but especially the Greens. I love her to pieces, but most days I just don’t get her ability to see the best in people—especially after all the shit we’ve been through at the hands of regular, non-Meta kinds of people.

			I peeked over the top of our debris pile. The entire front of the bank was missing, giving us a clear view of a counter and several shattered teller windows. The vault was somewhere in the back. North La Cienega Boulevard was mostly clear, with a cop car parked at each end of the block to keep gawkers away. Crowd control was about the only thing cops were useful for in Meta-related situations, anyway.

			My back twinged and I shifted my weight onto my left knee. “Look, I have an idea to get her out and keep her from smashing anything else with her temper,” I said.

			“Do tell.”

			“Ever heard of the Tasmanian Devil?”

			“The animal?”

			“Old cartoon character.”

			Her eyebrows furrowed and she opened her mouth to say something, then shut it. Understanding smoothed out the lines on her forehead. She held out her right hand, palm up. A hazy purple orb formed there, the kind of fuzzy powerball she used to knock people around without causing serious damage. “Just tell me when,” she said.

			With the boss’s vote of confidence, I stood up. Yes, it made me a big freaking target, but oh well. I had a better view of the bank and the actual volume of air inside. I moved the air with ease, grabbing it hard and spinning it in a tight, formed cyclone that sent paper, glass, and other small debris inside the bank zinging away. The cyclone danced toward the back of the bank, and I closed my eyes, waiting for the change in pressure that signaled I’d caught something.

			Adrenaline pulsed into my blood, as much from the thrill of using my powers as from being made a target, standing in the open like that. Any idiot with a gun and a strong belief in Governor Martin Winstead’s anti-Meta propaganda could get frisky and try to take us out. Hell, some of the cops had looked ready to take a pop at us the instant we showed up at the scene, like we were there to assist the bank robber instead of stop her.

			A little extra wind fluttered around me, but the majority of it had created a person-sized tornado inside the bank—and a sharp snap against my control told me that the Green was fighting back. Awareness prickled the skin on the back of my neck. I zeroed in on the opposing force and shoved right back, tightening the cyclone, whipping the air around faster, harder.

			Ever stuck your hand out the window of a speeding car just to feel the wind rushing around your fingers? Imagine that all over your body, slamming against your face, numbing your skin. The telekinetic pushback felt like that.

			Easiest way to end this would be to send my cyclone into the nearest wall and use the shrapnel cloud to knock the bank robber silly. Two major problems with the easy way: one, I’d get my ass reamed (and not in the fun way) by Teresa if I intentionally injured the Green when avoiding it was still possible; and two, causing unnecessary property damage was near the top of our To Don’t list.

			So no knocking out a wall to knock out the latest Meta-powered felon of America. Not tonight.

			I pulled more air into the bank and into the volume of the cyclone. The buildings around the bank creaked under the pressure changes. If I didn’t end this soon, a wall somewhere was coming down in the next sixty seconds.

			“Tempest?”

			I ignored Teresa’s impatient use of my code name and shoved everything I had into getting that cyclone moving. The teller counter crumpled (not my fault) and pieces got sucked into the cyclone (by accident). Trying to expel them would take too much of my concentration, so I tempted Teresa’s wrath and broke through the telekinetic’s resistance with my cyclone—at the exact same moment, a piece of desk, aimed right at my head, zoomed out of the bank.

			The desk exploded in a shower of shrapnel and purple sparks.

			Note to self: Thank Teresa.

			The pressure inside my air cyclone had changed now that the Green was stuck inside it, probably getting the snot smacked out of her by all the crap she’d made me suck up like the world’s strongest vacuum cleaner. I drew the cyclone out of the bank, which ripped up the tiled floor and sent pieces sailing into the street. The thick swirl of gray and brown whipped the air, and my intense hold on it sent a tremor down my spine.

			“Anytime,” I said, nearly shouting to be heard over the roar of my own powers.

			“Now!” Teresa said.

			I dropped the wind completely and fell to my knees, my entire body shivering from the stress of holding the cyclone for so long. The debris collapsed to the ground just outside the bank, and the black-clad figure trapped inside teetered on her feet for a split second—then a purple orb knocked her backward, into the wall of the building next door, shattering it with amazing ease. The Green stayed down.

			The rest of the Second National Bank of California collapsed with a long, thunderous groan.

			As the dust settled, I looked up at Teresa and grimaced. “Oops?”

			“Big fucking oops,” she replied. She shook her head, her expression as sad as it was frustrated. “The mayor’s going to have a field day with this.”

			Of that I had no doubt. The mayor of Los Angeles, Christina Ainsworth, tolerated our presence in her city the way a homeowner tolerates a nearby hornet’s nest—by ignoring us until we made too much noise, and then attacking without mercy. And with her favorite presidential candidate, Governor Winstead, in town stumping for votes on his anti-Meta platform and due to give a public press conference tomorrow afternoon, we were screwed.

			Sometimes trying to help people came back to bite you.

			And not in the fun way.

			•   •   •

			“Get your asses in here, it’s starting!”

			Renee Duvall’s unsubtle order didn’t just echo down the upstairs hallway from the lounge. It bounced out of every speaker in Hill House, on both floors, like the voice of God, if God sounded like a woman coming down off a helium inhale, which Renee tended to do when she got excited about something. And considering her life these last two months, getting her excited over anything took a lot of effort.

			Too bad this particular “thing” was the wrong kind of excitement.

			Having rolled out of bed less than an hour ago, I was already outside the lounge when her shout came through. My early-morning adventure with Teresa hadn’t ended until nearly 5:00 a.m., after our teenage bank robber was collected and we’d endured another long lecture about property damage from the detective on the scene. Teresa had tried arguing with the cops not to lock up the Green (“How do you plan on ensuring a telekinetic doesn’t break right back out of your holding cell?”), but they told us to get the hell out of there before we got billed for the damage.

			Some things never change.

			Thankfully, Renee had woken me up with enough time for a long, hot shower and some ibuprofen for my sore backside before today’s group assembly in the lounge. I wasn’t the first to arrive. Teresa (looking as tired as I still felt) and Gage McAllister (ditto, because he probably stayed awake the entire time she and I were gone) were already there, tucked together on one end of the first sofa. The lounge was shaped like an L, with the main entrance at the short end, and the television set up at the corner and the three sofas arranged in a semicircle around it. Down the long end of the L was a pool table, a bunch of slowly filling bookshelves, and a chess table.

			Renee came around the corner from that side of the lounge, dressed in the same kind of loose gray sweats she’d worn for the entire last month, since she came home from Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. Her straw-gold hair was cut in what she called a pageboy, short and sleek. Over the collar of her sweatshirt, a pinky-purple burn scar peeked out, one of many on her dusky blue skin.

			Yes, Renee is blue.

			She was also so badly burned two months ago—by burns that I hadn’t been able to save her from—that she nearly died from an infection and her Flex powers went kind of wonky. Renee, Marco, and I had been battling a pyrokinetic on a public street, three against one, and we still got our collective asses handed to us.

			“Hey, Windy, grab a seat before they’re gone,” Renee said when she saw me.

			I dragged up some humor, put on a dramatic eyebrow raise, and pointed at the mostly empty sofas. “I dunno, Renee, there might not be room.”

			“Smart-ass.” She smiled, a rare feat lately, and I relaxed. She didn’t blame me for her injuries (had in fact told me to “quit fucking blaming yourself, you redheaded idiot” on one memorable occasion last week), but her forgiveness didn’t assuage my own guilt. I let the pyro stun me, Renee stepped up, and I couldn’t protect her.

			Guilt kept me company at night.

			Renee chose the corner of the sofa closest to the television and arranged herself carefully. Once she settled, I sat on the next cushion over, giving her room without being obvious. By that time, the rest of the group began showing up for the live televised event we’d assembled to witness: presidential nominee Governor Martin Winstead’s 2:00 press conference.

			We rarely made political crap a group event—those things were generally handled by Teresa, Rita McNally (the ATF agent with special dispensation to be our liaison to the rest of the fucked-up federal government), or Simon Hewitt (first ex-Bane officially pardoned for all crimes committed during the Meta War that ended fifteen years ago). There were two reasons today’s press conference had us grouped in the lounge like it was frat-house movie night. One, Winstead was the current governor of Texas and the frontrunner for president in the fall election. Two, the traitor was holding the press conference in front of the gate of our old Ranger Corps Headquarters in Century City.

			Yes, I said traitor. Because up until fifteen years ago, Martin Winstead was steadily employed by the ATF and the Rangers Corps as in-house physician. The ass-monkey even treated my mother before she died. After the War ended and all Metas lost their powers (myself included), Winstead jumped ship and joined the anti-Meta cause. He was coming to the end of his third term as governor, and he wanted the big seat. He was running his campaign on a platform of fear—fear of Metas, of superpowers, and of the devastation a second Meta War could cause to a barely stable economy.

			Okay, so our Ranger predecessors destroyed New York City and Chicago, plus large swaths of L.A. in their attempts to stop the hordes of bad guy Metas intent on murder, theft, and personal property damage—we call them Banes. The War erupted after decades of hostilities between Rangers and Banes, and the following five years of serious fighting left dozens of Metas dead on both sides. But we weren’t those Rangers, and in the eight months since our powers returned, the Banes sitting pretty in prison didn’t seem collectively eager to start shit. The people starting shit were the young Metas popping up here and there across the country, teenagers and early twentysomethings who hadn’t been old enough pre-War to know they had powers, and who didn’t know what to do with them now.

			They were the current troublemakers. Not us.

			Not that Winstead made any kind of delineation between the groups. He wanted us all rounded up, tagged, and caged.

			God bless America.

			I must have snorted out loud at that one, because Dahlia Perkins, who’d plopped down on the other side of me a few seconds ago, gave me an elbow to the ribs. Dahlia right now, anyway, all blond hair and blue eyes. Sometimes she goes away and Noah Scott takes over. Thanks to a lot of complicated crap that happened a few months ago, Dahlia and Noah basically share a body. One can take over form and control, as long as the other allows it, but they can’t separate.

			Maybe not ever. We aren’t sure on that one yet. Simon has tried to use his Meta ability, a form of telepathy, to separate them, and failed every time. His theory is that Dahlia’s physical body died at the same moment Noah absorbed her, and without a body for her consciousness to go into, they’re stuck living in the same space. So far they’d coped, but this was a first for all of us. We had no idea what the long-term side effects of the pairing might be.

			I gave Dahlia a gentle elbow back, then wiggled my eyebrows. She grinned, and her friendly interference threw me off the twisted track my mind was meandering down.

			Truth was, I missed Dahlia. We’d been pretty good friends before her little body-merge with Noah, and now . . . it was hard. Hard to talk to her like I used to, and hard to pretend that Noah wasn’t in there listening, even when I couldn’t see him. I didn’t fully trust Noah, or his brother Aaron—also known as Ace and King, in their former lives. They were both hybrid Changelings, created in a lab, with the ability to absorb the bodies and identities of others. The Changelings took everything from the host person—their physical form, their memories, even bits of their personality—when they were absorbed, creating a perfect illusion that had fooled us over and over. The Changeling had to expel the old host before assuming another, which effectively killed that person. Empty skins were shed, while some part of their consciousness remained with the Changeling.

			The whole thing was creepy as hell, and two months ago, Ace and King had taken control of Noah and Aaron Scott—supposedly with Noah’s permission, and supposedly the last identities they’d ever steal. But before that, King, the Changeling possessing Aaron, had been a murderer. He’d taken multiple hosts and left their empty shells behind.

			Aaron Scott, on the other hand, had just been a selfish drug addict, so supercombo Aaron/King got a pass on the murders. Or something.

			The duality of it all made my head pound. It was Teresa’s call, anyway. She’s the boss.

			Speaking of Aaron, he’d arrived with the rest of the usual suspects in tow, and they were settling in. Gage grabbed the remote and unmuted the large television that dominated the corner of the room. I’d been ignoring the images on-screen but now I found myself unable to stop staring.

			The gates of the Ranger’s HQ stood tall and proud behind the podium and the Winstead for Peace! posters strung up around it. Past the gate was the shape of the Base, and to the left, out of sight, would be the Housing Unit. On the right, also out of sight, the bulldozed remains of what had once been Medical. The HQ had been abandoned since January and was still technically owned by ATF. Why they hadn’t just razed it all was beyond me.

			The last time I’d been back there, I was caught in an earth-bomb and tossed through a plate-glass window.

			Fun times.

			I zoned out the talking heads in the network studio, whose commentary was filling time until Winstead got his ass up to the podium. I’d seen other interviews and clips on television, and seen his picture in the paper more times than I could count. But there was something about today, seeing him back at HQ now that the Meta powers had returned, that was different. Like a criminal you just can’t believe would return to the scene of a grisly murder.

			Dahlia snapped her fingers in front of my face, and I jumped. Had she been talking?

			“What?” I asked.

			She gave me a funny frown. “You okay?”

			“Yeah, why?”

			“Because you were stirring the breeze a little,” she said, this time in a whisper.

			Crap. I hadn’t realized I’d been doing that. Didn’t do it often, just when I let myself get upset and my mind wandered. It had been happening more in the last month or so than usual, but still. Not a big deal.

			“Sorry,” I said, then grinned. “Really, I’m fine.”

			She didn’t believe me. I saw it in her eyes. Dahlia knew me too well, but then it didn’t matter because Renee said, “Finally,” and Winstead was on the television screen.

			My skin crawled at the sight of him, all sleeked down and suited up in something pin-striped and expensive. He looked like anyone’s grandfather might (if that grandfather had a few grand to waste on a single suit, which most didn’t nowadays), with his gray hair and wire spectacles. I might hate him, but his appeal to the public wasn’t lost on me. He radiated calm and assurance—the kind of person you wanted in charge during a crisis. And this country had been in a state of crisis for more than twenty years.

			Marco growled, an unmistakable sound. He’d come into the lounge in his panther form—the form he’d spent most of his nonworking time in ever since his abduction by another hybrid Changeling two months ago. Far as I knew, he hadn’t talked to anyone about the experience. As a kid, he’d spent the majority of his time in animal form, and seeing him retreat like that again now . . . it worried me. But you can’t make a panther talk to you, and he has mighty long teeth.

			Winstead’s stump speech went like most of his others. “Blah, blah, blah . . . our struggling country . . . blah, blah, blah . . . same fear in the heart of every citizen . . . blah, blah, blah . . . abuse of these incredible powers . . . blah, blah, blah . . . destroyed our cities . . . blah, blah, blah . . .” So forth and so on, for about ten minutes.

			Finally, he said something new. “Many of you may be wondering why I chose this particular location today.” He smiled at the press like they all shared some big, juicy secret. “Behind me, you can see the retired Ranger Corps Headquarters. Or rather, you can see what’s left of it. For more than a century, the Rangers stood for hope and peace. Two things our country could believe in. Two things we needed. But the same organization that our country once looked up to is now a symbol of devastation and loss.”

			Teresa made a rude noise. Renee gave the television the finger.

			I longed to be at that press conference, so I could use a gust of wind to knock his ass right off the podium and into the press gaggle hanging onto his every word.

			“As governor of California,” Winstead continued, “I’ve carried the burden of this symbol, a stain on what was once a great and thriving city.”

			Stain. Nice.

			Ass-face.

			“I’m here today to show you that I’m a candidate who can get things done, and that I will continue to do so when I am elected president.”

			The back of my neck prickled, and I sat up straighter.

			Winstead produced a sheet of paper from the podium. “I have with me today a signed document from the director of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, giving this parcel of land back to the city of Los Angeles.” He glanced off-camera and beckoned to someone. “Ladies and gentlemen, Mayor Christina Ainsworth.”

			No one in the lounge said a word as Los Angeles’s mayor walked up to join Governor Winstead. She wore a smart suit and an irritating smirk that said she knew exactly what was about to happen.

			And deep in the pit of my stomach, so did I. Bleaching out the stain.

			“Mayor Ainsworth,” Winstead said, “it’s my privilege to present this deed to you and the City of Los Angeles.”

			“Thank you very much, Governor,” Ainsworth replied, her smirk turning into a delighted smile.

			“Son of a bitch,” Teresa said, breaking the silence in the lounge.

			The gaggle of reporters went nuts. Winstead raised his hands in a shushing gesture, then pointed. “Go ahead, Shannon,” he said.

			The network camera shifted around to zero in on a woman with a network microphone. “Shannon Milton, Channel Four,” she said. “Mayor Ainsworth, now that you hold ownership of the old Ranger Corps Headquarters, what do you plan to do with it?”

			The question on everyone’s mind.

			I curled my fingers into the fabric of my jeans.

			The camera pulled in close on Ainsworth. “Twenty-five years ago, Los Angeles was synonymous with the entertainment industry,” she said. “Since then our city has survived immeasurable unnatural damage from Meta-powered humans, and we continue our struggle to rebuild what they tried to destroy. While we’ve succeeded in maintaining a healthy music presence, film is all but nonexistent now. My goal is to change that, to bring the film industry back to Hollywood where it belongs. And rather than dust off old studios gone to rot, we’ll be providing land for new studios.”

			She pointed at the buildings over her shoulder. “Once upon a time, a major studio thrived on this lot, and another studio will thrive here again.”

			“Un-fucking-believable,” Renee said. Instead of angry, though, she seemed sad.

			A different reporter got his turn to ask a question: “Mayor Ainsworth, how do you anticipate the Rangers will respond to this announcement?”

			“The Ranger Corps has not officially existed for more than fifteen years,” Ainsworth said. “They no longer function in any capacity. The group of Metahumans currently operating in Los Angeles parted ways with the federal government six months ago and, as such, has no official government standing. We need to move forward, not just here in Los Angeles, but as a country. We can’t do that while living under the shadows of the past, and the buildings behind me are just that. They are the past.”

			The past—more polite than “stain.”

			“But how do you expect them to respond to this, Mayor? It’s got to feel like an incredible slap in the face.”

			Felt more like a punch in the junk.

			“I cannot guess as to their reaction,” Ainsworth said. “However, they’re free to contact me through the proper channels to voice their concerns.”

			Marco hissed.

			Renee made a disgusted noise. “In other words,” she said, “drop your pants and bend over.”

			I snorted.

			On the television, Mayor Ainsworth shook Winstead’s hand, then went off-camera. Winstead gave some horseshit closing remarks I could barely listen to, I was so disgusted. When the broadcast switched back to the studio, Renee turned the volume down.

			“It’s no wonder they didn’t want us there today,” Gage said. “She’s trying to erase us.”

			During her high-pitched wake-up call earlier, Renee had told me that while I was sleeping, the Secret Service had called Hill House (the freaking Secret Service!) and politely asked that no one from our organization attend the speech. No kidding. Good thing, too, considering the bomb Winstead had just dropped on the city.

			Teresa launched off the sofa and stalked over to the television, as though she could reach through it and yank Winstead into the lounge. Her fingertips sparked with purple energy, a testament to her temper. She shook her head, lavender-streaked hair flying around in thick waves. “He can tear down buildings and pretend we don’t exist,” she said in her no-nonsense leader voice, “but we’re not going away. We matter, damn it.”

			“Who are you trying to convince, T?” Renee asked.

			“No one. Just making sure you guys all remember that.”

			“If Winstead is elected, we are in serious trouble,” I said.

			“That’s still a big if, Ethan. A lot can happen between now and then.”

			“Like a complete personality transplant?”

			Teresa’s mouth twitched. “We’re not that lucky. Best thing any of us can do is what we’ve been doing, which is proving the Metas in Manhattan are no longer threats, and doing our damndest to keep the Greens in line.”

			Okay, so I could agree with the last part of her declaration regarding Greens, but I stood by my inability to declare the Banes in Manhattan a collective nonthreat. Teresa possessed the amazing and beautiful ability to want to see the best in people, no matter their past, and she envisioned solidarity among Metas—especially now that we had another potential superpowered enemy lurking around the corner in the form of the Overseer and his Recombinants.

			Recombinants, we had learned recently, were genetically engineered “humans,” like the hybrid Changelings, Aaron/King and Noah/Ace, and (to our collective shock) Dahlia and her ability to absorb fire and heat. They were created in test tubes and raised in labs. We’d come up against their powers—a pyro had burned Renee, and it was an earth manipulator who’d tossed me through a window—and we had no idea how many others existed. We also had no idea who Overseer and Friends were loyal to. Aaron, Noah, and Dahlia were on our side (for now), but the other Recombinants were wild cards.

			Plus, you know, the general public hated Metas, too.

			For me, the Banes were dangerous until proven otherwise. Yes, Simon Hewitt turned out okay, and he’d been a loyal ally since our repowerment in January. But there were still a dozen or so Banes that Simon hadn’t been able to contact directly, and ever since one of the Manhattan residents used their powers to short out the tracking mechanism on the collars they all wore, he hadn’t made any further progress.

			A harsh buzz came over the intercom—front gate. Already closest to the nearest unit, Teresa hit the box on the wall. “Hill House.”

			“It’s Detective Pascal. Do you have ten minutes, Trance?”

			Tension filled the room like a stink bomb, fast and furious. Next to me, Dahlia tensed up, but no one else outside the people in this house (except Simon Hewitt, who was in New York) knew she shared a body with Noah. On the middle sofa, Aaron and Dr. Abram Kinsey sat up straighter. Dr. Kinsey had created and raised the Changelings Ace and King, and, as donor of the genetic material, was technically their father. He had no actual blood ties to Aaron or Noah Scott, the brothers who merged with the Changelings—did I mention it was a complicated story?—and he was the only one of the three not wanted by the police for murder. Whenever Detective Pascal—or anyone else not in the know—dropped by, Aaron was the only one who had to hide. He’d been perfectly behaved since coming to live here, but given the Changeling’s history, Aaron was kept on a very short metaphorical leash.

			“I do have some time, yes,” Teresa replied. “I’ll buzz you in.”

			The gate controls were downstairs in a little room that housed all our security computers, just off the conference room, aka War Room. Teresa headed out and Gage followed her. His five enhanced senses allowed him to act as a human lie detector, and he liked to be around whenever Pascal had questions. I had nothing better to do, so I went too, curious what the hell Pascal wanted this time.

			Probably more questions about the disappearance of his partner, Liza Forney, who’d gone missing two months ago during the Noah/Aaron/Changeling debacle. We just didn’t know how to tell Pascal that she was dead, or that two of the people responsible were our freaking houseguests (that would be Noah and Aaron, for those playing along at home).

			Sometimes it was hard to remember if we were the good guys or the bad guys, especially when we lied to the police.

			Our trio headed into the War Room. Teresa checked the security monitor before buzzing the gate open, and Gage and I waited there while she went to fetch the detective. I leaned against the wall, arms crossed, too antsy to sit now that the press conference was over. On edge, waiting for the hammer to fall. Gage sat in one of the high-backed rolling chairs at the long conference table. His silver-flecked eyes kept focusing on me, then shifting away, like he had a question stuck in his throat.

			I nearly told him to cut it the hell out, but was spared the necessity by footsteps in the hall. Detective Peter Pascal strode into the room the same way he did everything—with self-assurance and a high head tilt that let you know he was talking down to you. He wore a full suit and tie despite its being August in Southern California, and his stern gaze landed first on me, then on Gage as he moved to stand by the table. Teresa came in right behind him; she shifted around to stand near Gage. I kept holding up the wall.

			“Detective,” Gage said gamely.

			“Cipher,” Pascal replied. “Tempest.”

			I nodded. His interactions with us had taken a pretty hostile turn recently, but I couldn’t really blame him for that. He knew we were hiding something; he just couldn’t prove it.

			“What can we do for you, Detective?” Teresa asked.

			“I hear you and Tempest had a little excitement this morning.”

			“A little, yes, but I didn’t realize that was your case.” In other words, we don’t want to talk about it.

			“It isn’t. Do you have anything new on the Jarvis case?” Ronald Jarvis was the first known victim of the Changelings, and served as shorthand for the unsolved case.

			“No, we don’t. I’m sorry.”

			True. We didn’t know anything now that we hadn’t known the last dozen times Pascal asked.

			Apparently, that was just his warm-up, because he then asked, “I take it you watched Governor Winstead’s speech this afternoon?”

			“It was riveting television, I admit.” Teresa clasped her hands in front of her, a demure pose that wasn’t fooling anyone. “Why?”

			“It must have been quite a shock, hearing that the mayor plans on tearing down your old headquarters and erasing a hundred years of Ranger Corps history.”

			Teresa smiled. “Certainly you aren’t implying we’d do something irrational, like stage some sort of sit-in to save our old home?”

			“Among other things.”

			His sharp tone tightened the edges of her smile. “As the mayor said, the Rangers have been gone for years. The old HQ isn’t our home anymore.” The tightness had stretched to her voice, applying a layer of warning.

			“There’s a lot of history in that place.”

			“Maybe the city will donate it to the Historical Society.” Despite her flip tone, the loss of so much Ranger history hurt Teresa. We’d brought a good amount of it with us when we moved to Hill House, and it was currently being stored on the unused third floor, but we hadn’t taken everything. And it was impossible to box up the memories. Or the ghosts.

			“Maybe.” Pascal rolled his shoulders, his posture relaxing a fraction. “Neither of those things is actually why I’m here.”

			“Oh?”

			“Then why are you here, Detective?” Gage asked.

			“I found something at the West Hollywood sheriff’s station this morning that I thought you’d like to take charge of.”

			•   •   •

			It took a little coaxing to get the “something” out of the backseat of Pascal’s car. Something that turned out to be a pair of terrified teenagers.

			“Considering everything that’s going on,” Pascal said, “jail didn’t seem like the safest place for them. Now, they’re all yours.”

			And, like a mailman who’d delivered his packages to the proper location, Pascal got back in his car and drove away.

		

	
		
			Two

			Greens

			It didn’t take long for everyone (except Aaron) to assemble downstairs in the War Room. The two teenagers, a boy and girl who hadn’t said a word past whispered greetings, sat huddled together at one end of the table, while the rest of us converged opposite them. None of us were in uniform, and Marco had even shifted back to human for the occasion, since the sight of a big black jungle cat probably would have made the kids wet themselves.

			I imagined we were an interesting group in our own right, even though it was difficult for me to see our appearances as anything except normal. Renee’s blue skin and blue eyes, Marco’s black- and brown-dusted hands and face and glowing green eyes, Teresa’s striped hair and the purple smudges on her neck and face, Gage’s silver-flecked eyes and white-streaked hair. Dahlia and I didn’t have any physical discolorations (unless you counted me being a ginger), and Dr. Kinsey didn’t even look like a doctor, much less a scientist.

			At first, the teens didn’t look too unusual, either. The girl had long brown hair, was on the short side, and watched us with a lot more suspicion than her companion. She was also wearing leather gloves in August. The boy with her had similar features, a less pretty version of hers—probably siblings—and he didn’t hide his curiosity.

			They were our first Greens in Hill House, and in some ways, I envied them. Two kids with (we all assumed) superpowers that didn’t come with the added baggage of the War my friends and I had survived. They didn’t know what it was like to see kids their own age die in agony, or how it felt to run away from rampaging Banes in absolute terror for their lives. They didn’t know the pain of having their powers stolen away for fifteen years, or of trying to survive by living an absolute lie.

			“I have a feeling you know exactly who we are,” Teresa said.

			The girl’s gaze tracked around the room, until she stopped. “Except for him,” she said, pointing at Dr. Kinsey.

			“Dr. Abram Kinsey,” he said, smiling. “I’m a live-in physician.”

			True enough. We’d needed one, considering the amount of injuries we managed to collect at any given time, and he’d fallen easily into the position—after recovering from his own gunshot wound.

			“I’m Kate. Kate Lowry. This is my brother, Denny.”

			Teresa slid into a chair one down from Kate, giving her space. “Kate, how did you guys end up in Detective Pascal’s custody?”

			The siblings shared a long look. I glanced at Gage, who was watching the kids intently, reading their body language for truth.

			“He picked us up so we didn’t get booked for destruction of public property,” Kate replied.

			Gage’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t dispute the statement.

			“What did you destroy?” Teresa asked.

			Denny blushed and looked down at his lap. “I tore up some of the roads in Plummer Park.”

			“How?”

			“I was practicing my powers.”

			“On the road?”

			“Kind of.”

			“He runs at super speeds,” Kate said. Even though she was smaller than Denny, she straightened up like a mama bear protecting her cub, and I guessed her to be the older of the pair. “We were testing his speed on asphalt, but he’s still learning how to take light steps so he doesn’t rip up the ground when he runs.”

			“Okay,” Teresa said. “I can see how the police would take exception to that. Is that your only Meta ability, Denny?”

			Denny nodded and ducked his head again, longish hair falling down to hide his eyes. He looked like he wanted to disappear beneath the conference table. He was scared and uncomfortable, his life had just changed dramatically by being dropped at our doorstep, and he didn’t seem to know which way was up.

			I could totally sympathize.

			“Do you have an ability, Kate?” Teresa asked.

			“Don’t the rest of you talk?” Kate countered.

			Behind me, Renee laughed. “Oh, I like her,” she said.

			Kate scowled.

			“Yes, they talk,” Teresa said. “But I’m the boss, so they’re really good about letting me be bossy in situations like this.”

			“Situations like what?” Kate asked.

			“Situations where we’re just as confused and unsure what to do as you are. You see, you and Denny are the first young Metas to show up on our doorstep since our powers returned.”

			“No shit?”

			Teresa shook her head. “No shit. It’s hard to step forward and declare yourself Meta when a lot of people are terrified of us.”

			“Yeah.” Kate glanced at Denny, then took off her gloves. She held up her hands, palms facing herself, and they looked normal enough. Then the fingernails grew into hooked claws an inch long—thick, deadly, hooked claws. “It happens on my feet, too. I can climb stuff, like right up the side of a house. And they’re strong, really strong. I can’t even break them with bolt cutters. Denny tried once.”

			“That’s impressive,” Teresa said.

			“I also have really good eyesight. I can see in almost total darkness, and in the light things are really sharp and in focus.”

			“I can help you work on your eyesight,” Gage said. “It’s one of my tricks, too.”

			“What about me?” Denny asked.

			“Aar—” Dahlia started to speak, then clamped her mouth shut tight.

			She was going to suggest that Aaron help out with Denny, but Denny and Kate couldn’t know he was here—which was going to make the house very claustrophobic for Aaron. Aaron’s hybrid-Changeling ability was linked to speed. With room to run, he could increase his body’s density and smash through solid objects like a battering ram. I hadn’t seen him do it, but I did once see a hole he left in the side of a building.

			“We’ll figure something out,” Teresa said. “The important thing I need you both to understand is that you’re safe here. You’re among friends. We want to help you learn your powers so you can control them. The more in control we are, the less the public has to fear from us.”

			“Is that on your business card?” Kate asked.

			The defensive sarcasm rolled right off Teresa. “Something like that. I only have one request for you both.”

			“Which is what?”

			“The people here, standing behind me? We’re a family. We trust each other. Please, don’t ever give me a reason not to trust you.”

			The siblings shared a look, then both turned their attention back to Teresa. Kate nodded. “Okay,” she said.

			“Good. Speaking of family, who’s missing you right now?”

			“No one,” Denny said, maybe a little too quickly.

			“We live with our uncle,” Kate added. “But he’d want us to be here, getting help.”

			Gage frowned again. “How old are you?” he asked.

			“We’re both twenty. We’re fraternal twins.”

			“College students?”

			“Used to be, but we kind of got kicked out last semester.”

			Gage didn’t push. It was a story for another time.

			“Well, we’d like you to stay here at Hill House for a few days,” Teresa said. “It’ll be easier to help you with your powers and, if things work out, you can stay permanently. Do you need to pick up any belongings? Clothes? Toothbrush?”

			“We should get some stuff, I guess,” Kate said. “We didn’t really have time before the cops took us.”

			“Will that be a problem for your uncle?” Gage asked.

			“He’ll be at work until, like, six or seven.”

			And it was just after three now.

			“Gage and Ethan can drive you over to your uncle’s house,” Teresa said. “That way you can get what you need before he comes home.”

			I didn’t mind being volunteered, and Gage’s powers gave us an advantage when it came to subtle surveillance. The Lowrys didn’t seem stoked about their babysitters, and I couldn’t really blame them. Fifteen years ago, I’d been dumped at the doorstep of total strangers with the promise that they’d take care of me.

			We wouldn’t fail these kids the way I’d been failed.

			•   •   •

			Kate rode shotgun while Gage drove. The back bench seat of the Sport was pretty large, but Denny had curled into the corner as close to his door as he could get, like I smelled or something. Whatever. Gage tried to make conversation for the first five minutes of the trip, but quickly got tired of the one-word answers. Maybe they’d get more talkative when they realized this wasn’t a game, or a class they could flunk.

			This could very well be their life now.

			Fortunately, it wasn’t a long drive to Plummer Park from our home in Beverly Hills. We’d chosen that area as our home base because the houses were huge, they were cheap, and our neighbors were extremely scattered. Only the very crazy or the very poor still lived on the west side of the Hollywood Freeway. Thanks to Dahlia’s trust fund, we were squarely in the former camp.

			Strings of yellow caution tape blocked off parts of the street through Plummer Park, keeping cars from driving into the deep ruts in the asphalt. Gage slowed as we went past so we could get a look at the damage. Denny had some power in his feet. He’d broken down a good three inches into the road, creating a trail of footsteps that could have been left behind by a rampaging elephant.

			Kate directed Gage to a white, single-story home with a slant roof and bay windows in a style that hadn’t been popular in more than eighty years. A handful of this kind remained in neighboring lots, but the majority of the houses had been built in the last three decades, when steel and concrete replaced most wood construction.

			“We’ll wait here,” Gage said once he’d shifted into park in the driveway. “Unless you want us to come inside?”

			“No, we’ll be fine,” Kate said. “We’ll be fast.”

			“There’s no rush.”

			She didn’t say anything else as she and Denny climbed out, slammed their doors at the exact same time, and walked toward the house.

			Gage rolled down all four windows. “Ethan, when they open the front door, can you gust a little wind our way?”

			“Sure.” I had a good view of the door, and the kids were nearly there. Kate pulled a key out of her pocket and fit it into the lock. “Sniffing for clues?”

			“Just curious about something.”

			As Kate pushed the front door inward, I caught the natural air current her action created and swirled it around inside, gathering the scents of the home’s interior and carrying them outside. The door stayed open long enough to get a good rustle of air going, and I pulled it toward the Sport’s windows. Unless I was superstressed or wounded, rustling the air like this was as easy as breathing it; I didn’t even have to move.

			Gage closed his eyes and tilted his head, leaning toward the air blowing inside the Sport. I didn’t smell anything particularly interesting, but I also didn’t have his bloodhound’s nose. Dude could smell a lit match at five hundred feet. In a blind smell test, I was lucky to tell the difference between strawberry and blueberry.

			He sat quietly for a minute, processing the scents, and it occurred to me to ask, “Are you listening to them?”

			“No.” Gage opened his eyes and met mine in the rearview. “I’m tempted, but I don’t want to give them any more reasons not to trust us.” His emphasis on the words them and us caught my attention. I’d known him long enough to see the hidden meaning.

			“You smelled something,” I said.

			“Yeah.”

			“Are you going to share?”

			He hesitated, then twisted around in the front seat to face me. “Detective Pascal wears a very specific cologne. I’ve noticed it every time I’ve interacted with the man, except today. He wasn’t wearing it when he dropped off the Lowrys.”

			“And that’s weird?”

			“Only if he’s trying to hide something.”

			“Like what?”

			Gage tilted his head in the direction of the house. “Like the fact that the home these kids came from smells like that cologne. And gun oil.”

			“Hell, Gage, you think this is Detective Pascal’s house?”

			“Yes. And I think he’s the uncle they mentioned, and he doesn’t want anyone to know about it.”

			I glanced at the closed front door. “Why wouldn’t he just tell us? Why the ruse?”

			“I’m not sure.” Gage’s eyebrows slanted into an annoyed frown. “But I do plan on asking him in the very near future.”

			•   •   •

			The near future didn’t happen right away, like I expected. When we got back to Hill House with the twins and two suitcases, Dahlia shuffled them off upstairs to show them their rooms. Gage grabbed Teresa (not literally), and the three of us went into the kitchen to discuss his suspicions about Detective Pascal.

			Teresa surprised me by not immediately losing her temper over the subterfuge. “Don’t get me wrong,” she said when I expressed my surprise. “I’m annoyed he didn’t just tell us the truth, but I get it. He’s a police detective, and I can’t imagine the suspicion that would get tossed his way if anyone found out he had relatives with Meta powers.”

			“Could he be Meta, too?” Gage asked.

			“It’s possible, depending on whether or not they’re blood related. Not all Meta children develop overt powers.”

			We’d figured that one out the hard way back in January when a supposedly mundane supposed ally turned out to be both Meta and our enemy. Dr. Angus Seward had worked for the Ranger Corps before the War, and he’d supported us during those first few days after our powers returned. We’d trusted him—hell, he helped save my life after a ceiling fell on me—and then he tried to kill us all. It took us three months to track down his two grown children (living in Europe, blissfully ignorant of the crazy villain their father had become) and figure out that if they had abilities, too, they were extremely limited.

			“And he didn’t technically lie,” Teresa added. “He just conveniently left out a few facts about his relationship to the twins.”

			“Should we tell them we know?” I asked.

			“I’m not sure it would help, at this point.”

			“But isn’t letting the lie stand, even when we know the truth, kind of like lying right back to them?”

			She stared at me with a thoughtful expression, her lavender eyes blinking rapidly. “You’re right, Ethan.”

			I put a hand over my heart and feigned shock. “Ooh, say it again.”

			“Dork.”

			The shuffle of footsteps in the hallway drew our collective attention, and we looked up in unison. Right in time to see me walk into the kitchen. No kidding. A second me, right down to the clothes on my back.

			“What are you doing?” Teresa asked “me.”

			“I’m thirsty,” Aaron said, and damn, it was weird to hear his voice coming out of “my” mouth. Aside from the host absorption ability, a Changeling like Aaron could also touch someone and borrow their appearance; he called it a glamour, and the mirages were impossible to see through. Smell through, yes, because he’d never managed to fool Gage, and he couldn’t borrow a voice. Just the image.

			The only way to completely become that person, right down to smell and voice, was to take them over. But that led to the absorption of the host’s memories and personality, and once a Changeling took someone, it was next to impossible to separate them without the physical death of the host. Marco was the only successful separation we’d seen, thanks to Simon’s psychic abilities.

			Two months ago, Aaron had left a handful of old hosts behind in his quest to survive his own extermination. He swore none of them were truly, completely dead, because parts of them were still in his head, but I’d seen their discarded skins. Sometimes death is in the eyes of the beholder.

			“So you came downstairs as me?” I asked. “I’m standing right here.”

			“The new kids didn’t see me.”

			“Not the point.”

			“I” scowled. “Look, I’m already going to be stuck in my room for who knows how long, so give me a break. All I wanted was a soda.”

			I scowled right back at myself while Aaron went about grabbing two chilled bottles out of the refrigerator.

			“I’m sorry about the arrangements,” Teresa said, “but it’s become critical that Kate and Denny don’t see you.”

			Aaron paused by the counter, one bottle in each hand. “Why?”

			“They may have a deeper connection to Detective Pascal than we thought, and the last thing anyone needs is for him to suspect we’re hiding you here.”

			The oddest thought struck me, and I directed it to Teresa and Gage. “Could that have been part of Pascal’s reasoning, do you think? Put people here he knows, get them help, and also let them spy for him?”

			Teresa rubbed the bridge of her nose, while Gage sucked his lower lip in. Nervous, thoughtful gestures. Aaron shifted, agitation in both his posture and expression, and was that really what I looked like to other people?

			“It’s possible, of course,” Teresa said. “But Pascal knows what our powers are, and he knows we’re not stupid. I can’t imagine he’d think he could ask two ex–college students to pull off that kind of scam right under our noses.”

			Aaron’s glamour flickered—a sure sign of his anxiety. “All they’d need to have seen is one picture of Aaron Scott. Noah’s got a permanent hiding place, but I don’t.”

			Sharing the body of one of my best friends wasn’t what I’d refer to as a hiding place, but I wasn’t going to tip his fear into anger by commenting. Aaron hadn’t wanted to stay in Los Angeles, but he’d remained here for his family—first because Dr. Kinsey was too injured to travel, and then because Dr. Kinsey and Noah had found a way to fit in. Aaron didn’t have that luxury. I got it, I did—even if he was still kind of an ass about it.

			“I realize that,” Teresa said. “And I know it isn’t fair to keep you cooped up for however long it is the Lowrys will be here.” She fell silent, mulling something in her mind. I knew that look.

			“What are you thinking?” Gage asked her.

			“Simon called while you guys were out,” she said. “He finally got permission from the warden to go into Manhattan and search for the Metas whose files are incomplete.”

			I blinked, surprised she’d managed to keep news that huge to herself. Getting into Manhattan was a pet project of hers and Simon’s, and this was a big step in her “Banes aren’t as bad as they used to be” campaign. Simon had been fighting for permission to go back inside what was still, technically, a maximum-security prison. It just happened to be a prison the entire size of Manhattan Island.

			“How does that help me?” Aaron asked.

			“Simon asked for some volunteers to go inside with him—”

			“I’ll go,” I said at the same time Aaron said, “I’m in.”

			We looked at each other. And looking at what must have been the exact same expression of surprise on my own face was pretty damn eerie. He seriously needed to drop that glamour.

			“It’ll be for a couple of days, at least,” Teresa said to me. “Maybe a week.”

			I paused long enough to seem like I was mulling it over, since my initial response had been fast enough to gain her suspicion. “That’s fine. I mean, who else? You can’t go, and I don’t see you sending Gage without you”—and really, since they met up again in January, they hadn’t spent more than thirty-six hours apart and were insanely happy together—“Renee is still healing, Marco might try to bite someone, and the psychics out there might figure something’s up with Double Trouble.”

			Double Trouble had been Renee’s nickname for Dahlia and Noah, and it kind of stuck. It was hard working “Dahlia-slash-Noah” into casual conversation.

			Teresa’s lips parted as if she was going to argue, and then she nodded. “Good points. On the other hand, Gage’s abilities would be useful for tracking the missing Metas.”

			“Not necessarily. By now they have to know who we are and what we can do. They’ll know where and how to hide so Gage can’t sniff them out.”

			She shared a look with Gage that communicated in whatever shorthand long-term, deeply in love couples develop over time. Then to me, “All right, I’ll call Simon and make the arrangements. You’ll probably fly out in the morning.”

			“Terrific,” Aaron said without any actual tonal inflections. He turned on his heel and left with his sodas.

			Teresa whispered something to Gage, who slipped out through the other kitchen door. I didn’t even bother trying to sneak away. Instead, I leaned against the wall by the cupboards and waited.

			“Not to pick apart your earlier logic,” she said, “but why’d you volunteer so fast, Ethan? Getting the Metas pardoned and off Manhattan isn’t your favorite initiative of mine. Why go and help?”

			Because the Bane once known as Jinx was one of the dozen still missing on the island—not that I’d ever mentioned him to Teresa.

			I went for another truth. “I’ve been restless here for a while,” I said. “I know I’ve always raised my voice against helping the Banes”—she flinched—“the ex-Banes, but we don’t really have the mobility or support to help any of the other Metas out there, either. Even if I don’t necessarily like the Metas in Manhattan, I need to be doing something more than watching our old HQ get bulldozed to make way for a movie studio.”

			She watched me quietly for a while, her expression difficult to read. “No other reason?”

			Lying to Teresa was not something I liked doing, nor was it something I was good at. But I couldn’t tell her I was going across the country on the off chance I’d meet up with Jinx. I didn’t know for sure what I’d do to Jinx when I did meet him. She’d never let me leave the house if she knew I’d entertained ideas of ripping the air right out of his lungs and letting him suffocate for a very serious, very personal reason.

			I couldn’t tell her any of that, but I still couldn’t lie.

			“A lot of other reasons, and a lot of them private,” I finally said. “But mostly I want to go to help you. This is your pet project, and I know what it means to you.”

			She smiled. “Thank you, Ethan.” Her gaze flickered past me. “You’re going to have to make nice with Aaron, you know.”

			“I know. Simon will be around to act as a buffer.”

			“And you know his bullshit tolerance is even lower than mine.”

			“I do. I won’t start any trouble, Teresa, I promise. We’re a reflection of you and the team, right?”

			“Right. So don’t make me look bad.”

			“You have fun with the junior recruits. Try not to burn the place down.”

			“Funny.” She stuck her tongue out at me.

			We both laughed.

			•   •   •

			The other awesome thing about having Dr. Kinsey on our team, aside from his medical expertise, was access to his wealth and assets to help supplement Dahlia’s trust fund. As a scientist at Weatherfield Research and Development, he’d been well paid and he’d invested as well as anyone could in our economy. So, besides the monetary funding he’d poured into Hill House’s medical facilities and their upkeep, he also let us use his private jet.

			Yes, he owned his own jet.

			Which Aaron and I were on about fourteen hours later, heading east for Newark, New Jersey, and the largest man-made prison in the world. A prison full of people who’d tried very, very hard to kill me and my friends—and who had very much succeeded in killing our parents and mentors.

			Like Jinx had killed my mother.
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