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One


Central Park


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


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


Until Mayhem found our hiding place.


“We have to run for it,” Gage said.


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


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


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


And we’re just a bunch of kids.


Mayhem kept blasting.


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


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


“Go!” Gage shouted.


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


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


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


None of us was.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I think so.”


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


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


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


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


“I’m trying,” I replied.


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


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


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


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


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


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


The man shrugged.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


I shivered.


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


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


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


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


He was terrified.


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


“Gage?” I said.


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


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


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


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


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


Trust me.


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


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


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


Death was coming closer.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Again.


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


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


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


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


Stupid, useless Trance.


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


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


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





Two


Portland, Oregon
Fifteen years later


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Happy freaking anniversary.


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


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


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


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


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


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


And my employment there.


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


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


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


I wished I’d controlled my temper.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Crap.


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


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


What the huh?


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


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


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


I gripped the sink’s edge. “No.”


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


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


“Whoa.”


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


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


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


No one considered how it affected us.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“No, no, no.”


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


No. No!


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


No problem.


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


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


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


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


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


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


Dozens of tiny tremors shot up my spine.


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


My ICU/appendicitis theory was still on the table.


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


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


Half a minute passed. Scree!


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


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


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


Hinder. Dad’s alias in the Corps.


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


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


It hadn’t worked too well.


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


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


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


“Invalid identification. Identify.”


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


“Trance,” I said.


“Identification accepted. Message sent.”


“Thanks.”


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


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


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


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


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





Three


Cipher


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


“We’re in Bakersfield,” Cliff said.


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


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


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


And that he didn’t want my money.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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