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            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    







            Spencer

          

        

      

    

    
      I knew I’d blown my chance at a second date about thirty seconds before my head exploded with a little girl’s shrill screams. I sat in a cozy little booth at the back of Everston, Virginia’s only decent Italian restaurant—maybe I’m biased because my parents own the place—on my first date with Silvia Brennan. I’d tried to hide my surprise when she agreed to the date in the first place. I didn’t have the greatest track record when it came to romance.

      My reputation as a nerd tended to scare away girls, too. They didn’t want to have an in-depth discussion on the lack of continuity in the X-Men cinematic universe and sometimes, that’s all that was on my brain. There was one girl out there who understood me, though.

      Can Silvia tell I’d rather be talking to her?

      Silvia tossed aside her menu before our waiter even had time to fill our water glasses. “You know what Spencer … I can see you aren’t interested in being here, so why don’t we save ourselves the trouble, okay?” She scooted out of the booth and slung her purse over her forearm.

      Yep, she can tell.

      “Silvia, wait.” I scrambled after her. “I am interested.” The words sounded hollow as they fell out of my mouth.

      I didn’t not like Silvia. She was attractive and smart. But she wasn’t the girl I was convinced was my soulmate: Latina_Black_Widow. ‘LBW’ as I’d dubbed her, and I had an online relationship stretching back to sophomore year. Well, more of a friendship I prayed one day would turn romantic. We’d shared most of our deepest secrets with each other. However, there was still one I couldn’t bring myself to share.

      I tried to ignore the awkward stares of the other diners as I followed her out to the street. She rounded on me, her fire engine red hair whipping over one shoulder.

      “Save it. I should have listened to Tina. She told me this was a bad idea.”

      I cringed at the mention of Tina Boudreau. Since freshman year, Tina had made it her personal mission to sabotage every relationship I didn’t screw up on my own. I knew she liked me, not that she’d admit it out loud. Her meddling in my personal life put a damper on any reciprocal feelings.

      “Can I at least walk you home?” I offered in a feeble gentlemanly gesture.

      She waved her phone at me. “I’m calling an Uber on my mom’s card.”

      I wanted to stay there and make sure she got into her ride safely, but my head exploded in pain as a little girl somewhere screamed in terror. Did I forget to mention I’m a telepath? Yeah, great puberty surprise. Not only do you get stinky and extra hairy, but bonus, you get to hear every thought around you, too! Have fun learning to control that while you ride the emotional rollercoaster of teenagedom. So now I moonlight as a superhero on nights and weekends, using my powers for good against the powers of… Okay, you know the spiel by now. Sometimes when I think about those first days when my powers manifested, my stomach still somersaults in anxiety. Professor X made it look so easy.

      I’d gotten better at masking the sudden jolts to my synapses since my powers manifested, so I didn’t think Silvia noticed. My phone blared some stupid tune Tina had programmed to alert me to the need to haul ass to make a daring rescue. She, like me, had been inexplicably blessed with powers. The magnetic, EMP kind when she was in a bad mood.

      Silvia was nose-deep in her Facebook feed as I darted around the side of the restaurant and hopped the chain-link fence at the back of the dead end alley. I snapped up a nylon backpack I’d hidden behind the loose bricks on the adjoining wall along the way. I skimmed the GPS coordinates on my phone before heading off in a southeastern direction. I slid the Bluetooth ear piece on as I turned the first corner.

      “You better be on your way, Psi Guy,” Tina’s voice crackled over the line. I didn’t need to be able to read her mind to know she hated my codename. It made me smirk.

      “You planned this didn’t you,” I accused her, letting the girl’s cries pull me like a divining rod.

      “Right. Because I’m going to put some kid in danger just to ruin your date,” Tina scoffed.

      “If you two are done bickering like an old married couple, I’m doing all the work here. Again,” a deep baritone voice barked over the line.

      I took a sharp right three streets down, the shrieks getting louder, and not only in my head. I checked the GPS one last time as I skirted someone’s overflowing trash can and reached into my bag to pull out a ski mask. We couldn’t all look cool like the heroes in the comics. I’d tried to lobby for less thug-wear, but it’s a losing battle. So, I looked like a bespectacled bank robber.

      I rounded the corner onto the street where the GPS said the girl would be, to find your typical kidnapper windowless van sitting on four flat tires. A guy with a broken arm—I could see the bones twisting and poking through the skin at odd angles from here—sat unconscious by a parking meter. Actually, let me rephrase. The parking meter was wrapped around his torso like a carnival ride safety bar. At least he was still breathing.

      The intended victim, who couldn’t have been more than seven, was still shrieking her head off as a big, burly masked guy tried to calm her down. Meet my partner in crime-prevention, and the owner of the dulcet baritone: Declan O’Bannon. Like Tina and I, he’d gotten super powers. He’s the brawn to my brains, with hands as hard as steel and super strength to match. I’d seen more than my fair share of classmates hauled off to the hospital after getting in fights with him. The girl backpedaled as Declan inched toward her.

      Time for the less scary approach. I could already hear sirens wailing in the distance.

      “Cops will be on you guys in two minutes,” Tina said.

      Her uncle, Nick Boudreau, was a police officer and somehow—she never shared the details—let us operate without getting in trouble with the law. It had been Tina’s idea to work as a team. I’d jumped at the chance to help people and put my powers to good use. It was the closest I was going to get to being an X-Man.

      It didn’t mean we liked to stick around when the cops showed up. I could at least calm the little girl down. I skimmed her thoughts, pulling her name out amidst the fear. I pushed my mask up so she could see my face.

      “Jessie,” I said in a soft, nonthreatening tone.

      Her head snapped around to look at me. Her posture relaxed a fraction of an inch. “Who are you? How do you know my name?”

      I crept closer to her, my hands held where she could see them. “Would you believe me if I said I could read your thoughts?”

      “That’s not real.”

      “Scout’s honor. My friend over there isn’t going to hurt you.” I pointed at Declan while the sirens grew louder. “That’s the police. They’re going to take care of you.”

      She reached out and gripped my hand. “I’m scared.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll stay with you until they come.” I glanced over my shoulder at the kidnapper. He was starting to come around. “They’ll make sure he doesn’t hurt you ever again.”

      “We need to go,” Declan said.

      “You go. I’ll stay with her.”

      He let out an audible huff of irritation. “Put the damn mask on,” he ordered and took off at a jog.

      I pulled the fabric down over my nose but left my mouth exposed as the squad car pulled up. Officer Boudreau climbed out of the passenger side, hand over his holster and our gazes met. According to Tina, she’d told him one of us was strong and the other could read minds. He’d never seen our faces, but it wasn’t hard to guess which one I was.

      Can you hear me?

      I nodded slightly in his direction.

      “Let go of the girl and lay down on the ground,” his partner shouted from the driver side, his weapon drawn.

      My heart hammered in my throat, but I did as he instructed. I put my hands behind my head as the other officer moved Jessie to safety. Another car squealed to a stop and more uniformed officers climbed out.

      “I’ve got this one,” Officer Boudreau said and stepped over to me.

      His fellow officers focused on freeing the kidnapper from Declan’s makeshift bonds as Officer Boudreau dragged me to my feet.

      “I’m going to cuff you. Once they’re gone, you’re free to go. Oh, give Tina a message for me,” he whispered in my ear as he tightened the cuffs around my wrists.

      “Y-yes, sir?”

      “Tell her that if she tries to hack the department database again, I’m going to tell her mother what you’ve been up to. No more covering up. You got it?”

      “You get all that, EMP?” I asked, making sure to use Tina’s codename.

      “Okay, fine.”

      “She understands.”

      “You take her back to the station. I’ll handle this one myself,” Officer Boudreau called to his partner.

      Once the cars were out of sight, he uncuffed me and headed off. Declan appeared as soon as Officer Boudreau was gone.

      “Thanks for the support, Choke Hold,” I muttered. He’d insisted his codename be wrestling-related.

      “You handled it fine. But I am getting tired of doing all the real work in this partnership.”

      “You weren’t the one who nearly got arrested! Anyways, did you need to break that guy’s arm?”

      “He’s lucky I didn’t rip it off,” he pulled the ear piece out of his ear and I did the same. His expression softened for a moment, “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry your date got interrupted.”

      I shrugged. “It was kind of over already.” Stuffing my mask back into the bag, I slung it over my shoulder. “I’ll see you around.”

      I ducked down a side-street, taking a shortcut back to the restaurant, when my phone vibrated in my pocket. A new message from LBW awaited. God, how I wished I could share the elation of another successful rescue with her. But my secret identity was the one thing I hadn’t been able to share with her.

      Latina_Black_Widow: Hey X, wanted you to be the first to know the news. Papi moved us to Everston. Can’t believe he did it this close to graduation. He says it’s a fresh start for both of us.

      I let her message sink in. My dream girl was moving to my hometown. I fired off a message to reassure her.

      Next_Gen_Prof_X: That’s great news! I know the timing sucks, but it’s what we’ve been talking about for years, right? Meeting up never would have worked before. But now, we can finally put faces to usernames.

      It was only a matter of time until our virtual relationship stepped into the real world. My excitement became tempered out by a nagging thought: If I hadn’t shared the truth of my powers with her yet, would she ever be able to accept the real me?
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            Marisol

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite what Papi said, this place wasn’t home. This wasn’t the room I’d known my entire life. The walls didn’t bear the marks of my childhood. But, somehow, I could still feel the ghost of my mother behind every door. She’d died a long time ago and my memories had faded, but this house felt like she’d lived in it.

      I took my time unpacking the clothes and other boxes the moving men had placed in the bedroom I’d claimed as my own. If I didn’t really unpack then this move wouldn’t be real. There was still a chance Papi would come running in and tell me the company was wrong, they’d meant to offer the position of Overnight Security Manager to someone else, and we could go home.

      “I know you’re mad at me. I’m sorry, but I had to take this job,” he said from the doorway.

      I wanted to ignore him. I wanted to let my anger fester deep in my chest, but his regret at having upended my life washed over me, and I felt horrible for being mad in the first place. “I know.”

      “And it is a fresh start, mija.”

      I couldn’t meet his gaze. “Right. A fresh start.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find your place here, Marisol. You’ll make friends.”

      His optimism didn’t rub off on me. With only two weeks left of senior year, I highly doubted anyone would pay attention to the new girl, especially when I was finishing out the rest of the school year with online classes.

      “I need to unpack,” I said and gestured to the untouched boxes.

      “You should get out and explore town. I saw that the library is looking for help after school.”

      “Is that a not so subtle hint you think I should get a job?”

      “Just give it a try.”

      “Okay,” I muttered hoping he’d leave me alone.

      I felt his presence still filling the doorway until I reached into a nearby box. He retreated down the hallway and I eased my door shut. I knew I didn’t have a choice in whether I sought a job at the library, but that didn’t mean I needed to do it right now. I curled up on the bed—the one thing I’d completely set up—and scrolled through my private messages. I had a new message from the one person in this world who was excited I now resided in Everston, Virginia: Next_Gen_Prof_X. We’d happened upon each other in a Marvel fan chatroom and quickly moved things private. He’d never come out and said as much, but I suspected my online friend had feelings for me.

      I’d trusted him with some of my darkest experiences. He was the first person I’d told about my ex-boyfriend, Jason. But he was a friend. A confidant. I wasn’t sure I wanted another boyfriend. So, his excitement about being able to meet in person now scared me.

      I scrolled back through our message history, stopping at the first time we’d gotten deep.

      Latina_Black_Widow: I did something today and I can’t explain why.

      Next_Gen_Prof_X: Something good? You know you can tell me. Anything we share is private just you and me.

      Latina_Black_Widow: No, it was bad. God, I don’t know why I said yes. Jason asked me to wait for him in the car. He said he needed to meet some people. I knew it seemed sketchy, but I just did it anyway.

      Next_Gen_Prof_X: Did he commit a crime or something?

      Latina_Black_Widow: I didn’t ask, but I’m pretty sure he had a gun. It was like, I knew he would be happy if I helped him out and I just had to make him happy. It sounds so stupid saying it now. I don’t know what to do.

      Next_Gen_Prof_X: If he had a gun, you need to tell the police! He isn’t safe to be around. I know you like this guy and I’m going to come off sounding like a complete jealous asshole, but he is putting you in danger. He’s not thinking about you. He’s only in it for himself.

      Latina_Black_Widow: You’re right. I’m just scared. I can’t let Papi know.

      Next_Gen_Prof_X: I wish I could be there. I’d go with you in a heartbeat.

      Latina_Black_Widow: Me, too.

      Next_Gen_Prof_X: Just promise me you won’t keep this to yourself.

      Latina_Black_Widow: I promise.

      I’d kept my promise. I’d gone and reported Jason to the authorities. I’d ended up with a few months’ probation for my involvement. He’d ended up in jail for six months and I hadn’t spoken to him since. I’d shared the news with Prof X only a couple weeks ago.

      Revisiting our shared history piqued my curiosity to see if I could spot him in town. We’d never shared photos or real names in the two years we’d been talking. It hadn’t seemed necessary until now. Still, I had a strange feeling I’d be able to pick him out if I ran into him.

      “Papi, I’m going for a walk,” I called down the hall as I grabbed my purse and left the house behind.
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        * * *

      

      Everston was small enough that even as new as I was, I could find my way to the library. It was difficult to miss. Easily the largest building in town, it reminded me more of a government building than a place people went to relax among the great literary works of years gone by. I marched through the pneumatic doors and a rush of cold air hit me in the face. My eyes instantly watered and I blinked away tears.

      It wasn’t obvious where I should go, but the main circulation desk seemed a good place to start. A tall, dark-skinned guy who couldn’t be much older than me sat at the desk. He made eye contact as soon as I started over and smiled.

      “Can I help you?”

      I approached the desk, resting my hands nervously on the edge. “I heard you were hiring?”

      “We’ve got some spots open in the afternoons for manning the circulation desk. Is that what you were interested in?”

      Not really.

      “Yeah. Is there an application or something I should fill out? I’m eighteen if that matters,” I said quickly.

      “I’ll go grab the application.” He extended his hand to me. “I’m Henry.”

      I shook his hand, my palm sweaty against his. “Marisol Esparza.”

      “Nice to meet you, Marisol Esparza. I think you’ll like working here.”

      Henry darted out from behind the desk, leaving me to stand awkwardly waiting for his return. I noticed a teenage girl with a shock of blue hair sitting at the desk, earbuds trailing from each ear. She only looked up from her tablet when she noticed Henry was no longer a buffer.

      “Don’t waste your time,” she said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “On Henry. You’re not his type.”

      Presume much?

      “Okay.”

      “He’s like really gay.”

      “Got it,” I muttered, silently wishing I could make her stop talking.

      Henry’s reappearance cut the conversation short. He handed me a single-page application form on a clipboard, complete with pen attached.

      “Why don’t you go do the filing.” Henry addressed the blue-haired girl.

      She rolled her eyes, tugged the earbuds out of her ears, and stormed off to a cart full of books. I caught her flip Henry off. He didn’t seem bothered.

      “Sorry about her. Tina thinks she’s entitled to act however she wants because her mom is on the Board of Trustees for the library.”

      “Oh.”

      I focused on scribbling my information down on the form. I had to double check my phone for the new address. Henry waited patiently until I handed it back. He made a show of looking over the information.

      “Can you start tomorrow?”

      “Uh, I guess so.”

      “Great. You’re hired. We’ll see you here from four o’clock to six-thirty.”

      “I’ve never really done a job like this before.”

      His smile disarmed any apprehension I had. “You’ll learn. It’s easy. You’ll be working with either me or Tina most of the time.”

      The idea of having to spend time with Tina didn’t thrill me. Why she assumed she needed to butt into my life by suggesting who I should or shouldn’t pay attention to really bothered me. But Henry seemed nice enough. As I headed out the front door, I momentarily considered sharing the news with Prof X. But, if I wasn’t ready to meet him in person yet, was giving him my exact location a good idea?
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            Spencer

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d had had no word from LBW since I sent back my message. It wasn’t like her to ignore me. I’d spent the better part of the day combing through people’s thoughts, praying I’d find someone consumed by worries over finding classrooms. I’d come up empty.

      I had the message app open and was about to fire off a note asking if everything was okay when I realized she was probably busy unpacking and getting situated. She needed time and space, not a pushy friend. I put my phone in the front flap of my backpack and snuck down the flight of stairs by the cafeteria to the old computer lab that no one ever used. It only had one working computer—courtesy of Tina—and that meant we weren’t typically interrupted. We’d also gotten lucky enough to have overlapping study periods in the afternoon. I wasn’t convinced Tina hadn’t messed with our schedules to exert more control over our lives.

      “You know you’re never going to have a real relationship if you don’t get your head out of the Cloud,” Tina muttered as I sat down beside her.

      Declan lounged a few seats away. He’d never liked being in close physical proximity to the two of us. I’d read Tina’s thoughts on occasion and she assumed he was just being a jock and projecting an “I’m too cool” vibe in case we were discovered. I happened to think he just didn’t like being near me when he wasn’t hopped up on adrenaline. It meant his emotions were clearer and I’d picked up on a few fleeting thoughts about other guys in very little clothing.

      I’d never out Declan. I wasn’t a jerk like that. I felt bad he couldn’t be honest about it with us. Then again, maybe I was being selfish. If Tina thought she had a chance with Declan still, at least she’d split her focus.

      “Seriously, my love life isn’t your business,” I finally replied.

      “He’s got a cyber girlfriend,” Declan offered.

      “No, he doesn’t. He doesn’t even know if she’s really a she. For all we know, it’s some creepy dude in his forties, catfishing Spencer. That’s why you never trust people online.”

      “She is a real person. And definitely a she,” I argued. Sure, I had no definitive evidence to back up my statement but, I wasn’t going to give Tina an inch. “And she happens to be moving to town, so we’ll meet in person soon.”

      I expected Tina to give me crap about being gullible, but she didn’t say a word. Her brows knit together, and she tugged on a few loose strands of blue hair as she contemplated whatever had her attention. I wasn’t in the mood to have her berate me for entering her mind uninvited.

      “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but I think you’re right.”

      Declan and I shared a confused look. “About what?” I asked.

      “Well, I mean, I didn’t think any of it but, there was a girl who came looking for a job at the library.”

      My heart hammered in my chest at the possibility that my dream girl was that close. “Are you sure? When is she working next?”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “Relax Captain Horn Dog. I don’t even know if it’s the one you’re looking for.”

      “I’ll know,” I insisted. “Just tell me if she’s working or not. Please, Tina.”

      “Maybe. Honestly, I wasn’t really paying attention. Besides, she was busy flirting with Henry.”

      I knew it was a dig at me. We all knew Henry. He’d graduated a couple years ahead of us and it was common knowledge around school that he was openly gay. He didn’t flaunt it or anything but anyone from town knew where his interests fell. I focused on Declan, hoping the mention of Henry would draw him out of his shell, but he’d had four years to get to know the feeling of my mind trying to invade his. He put a wall, reciting sports stats and I slumped in my chair.

      “I’m just going to show up and see,” I announced.

      “So, uh, not to change the subject or whatever but, are we all clear with the cops? I don’t need them hounding my parents or anything,” Declan said.

      “Uncle Nick was just doing his cop thing. It’s fine,” Tina answered, her attention half on the computer in front of her.

      “You say that but again, neither of you were the ones in handcuffs. It was too close last time.”

      “We’re lucky he’s on our side,” Tina sniffed.

      “Did you forget he threatened to rat us out to your mom? Which means she’d probably rat us out to our parents, too? Did you even think about what would happen then?” I snapped.

      “We all chose to do this. We knew the risks,” she shot back.

      “You didn’t give us a choice. You came to me and said I know you’ve got super powers. Go out and help people.”

      “Oh please, don’t act like this isn’t your chance to fulfill some weird nerd fantasy.”

      “You want to talk about risks? We’re out there putting our asses on the line and you’re sitting behind some damn computer, all safe and out of harm’s way,” Declan interjected before I could process a response to her last comment. She wasn’t entirely wrong. But it did hurt she was the one pulling all the strings.

      “And what about your promise that you’d figure out where these powers came from? It’s been four years, Tina. Either admit you don’t know what the fuck you’re doing or give us the answers,” he added.

      “Screw you both. I’m out of here.” Tina grabbed her bag and stormed out of the room. I felt her anger wash over me and the computer in front of me fizzled with sparks as her powers flared.

      “You gonna run off like a whiny bitch, too?” The anger in Declan’s tone started to recede.

      “Don’t call her a bitch, man. Look, I get this thing isn’t going like any of us thought. But she is trying to figure it out.”

      It was Declan’s turn to storm out, leaving me alone. This wasn’t how I expected my day to go. I clung to the small bright spot that I would finally get to meet LBW in a few short hours and finally put a face to the friend I knew could be more.
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        * * *

      

      At five o’clock, I stood outside the library, unable to get my legs to follow the simple command to enter the building. For all the bravado I’d shone Tina and Declan earlier, my nerves were getting the better of me. This needed to go well. I couldn’t mess up our first meeting. I had formulated a plan to make sure it was her. I’d send LBW a message and wait to read the new girl’s mind to see if my handle came to mind. If it did, I knew I had my girl.

      Sucking in a breath, I forced my legs to move and marched through the sliding doors. The circulation desk came into view. I spotted Tina at one end of the desk. To no one’s surprise, she was pretending the rest of the world didn’t exist. Sitting beside her was a girl about our age with dark curls and a caramel complexion. My heart raced aggressively in my chest as I pulled out my phone, ready to hit send on my pre-typed message. I skimmed it one last time to make sure it wasn’t too obnoxious.

      Next_Gen_Prof_X: Hey, hope you’re settling in. Can you believe senior year is almost over? I can’t wait for summer and real freedom.

      I hit ‘Send’ and waited, trying to gauge the girl in front of me. I could see a cell phone perched on the counter beside her, but she barely glanced at it. Maybe it was taking longer to get from my inbox to hers. Finally, her phone went ‘ping’ and my heart hammered against my ribs. Tina chose that moment to look up and we made eye contact.

      You’re such a creepy stalker, Spence, I heard in my head.

      Oh, how I wished I could send my thoughts back to her and tell her to fuck off. I flipped her off for good measure as the other girl checked her phone. I zeroed in on her, hoping to catch the single piece of intel I needed. At first there was nothing of interest to pick up. And then:

      Should I message him back? I know he wants to meet.

      No need to message me back. I’m right here. I plastered on what I hoped wasn’t a creepy smile and closed the distance to the circulation desk. At first, I stood there waiting for her to notice me. She seemed so engrossed in her phone I had to do a fake cough to get her attention. When she looked up, her cheeks darkened.

      “I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you standing there. This is my first day,” she rambled, her Spanish accent adding to the cuteness. She brushed a few curls away. “How can I help you?”

      “I, uh, was hoping I could talk to you for a minute in private?” I said. I wanted to cringe as soon as the words passed my lips. Despite the fact my “normal guy” disguise included glasses like Clark Kent, I had none of his smoothness with the ladies.

      “Um, why?”

      God, could I come across any more like a crazy person? I was desperately trying to come up with a response that wouldn’t sound insane or make me out to be a stalker like Tina claimed.

      “This is Spencer. He’s an idiot and he thinks you are some girl he’s been talking to online,” Tina said, injecting herself into the conversation.

      Leave it to Tina to turn her annoying meddling into genuine help. The girl across from me looked at me and turned her phone over and held up the message I’d just sent. I showed her my phone, too.

      “Oh,” she mumbled.

      “I know you said you weren’t ready to meet but I just couldn’t wait. I know that sounds crazy,” I apologized.

      “Look, why don’t you two sort your shit out not near me,” Tina said and made a shooing gesture.

      LBW—I really needed to ask her real name—walked around the side of the desk and we walked to an empty table. She sat down, and I mirrored her.

      “It’s just a lot all at once,” she said, studying her hands.

      “I’m such an ass. I’m sorry. I got excited that we could finally meet in person, but I should have waited until you were ready.” I could sense the general anxiety coursing through her thoughts. “I’m gonna go,” I said and stood up.

      She reached across the table and grabbed my wrist. “I thought about telling you I started working here. But I got scared. I think after everything that happened with Jason, I am a little wary of people. But I’m happy we finally met.”

      ‘At least it’s out of the way now,’ she thought.

      “You’re sure?” I slid back into the chair.

      “It happened sooner than I was expecting, but it was going to happen eventually.”

      “What are you doing tomorrow after school?”

      “Oh, I’m not taking classes at the high school. I’m finishing my courses online.”

      “Then what are you doing after three-thirty tomorrow?”

      “Nothing. Why?”

      “Want to meet up and just get to know each other, no screen names?” God, I hoped she’d say yes.

      She pulled her hand back from my wrist and toyed with her hair again. I suspected it was a nervous habit. It was kind of cute. Just like everything else about her. “I think that would be okay.”

      “Great. I’ll meet you on the front steps of the high school tomorrow.”

      “Sure. I’ll be there.”

      I got up, catching the glare Tina was sending my way. She did not want to have to deal with library patrons. So LBW needed to get back to work before Tina decided to bad mouth her to her mom, who controlled hiring decisions.

      “If we’re going to get to know each other, I should probably know your real name,” I mentioned as we started back toward the circulation desk.

      She laughed, and it made her eyes sparkle. “Marisol. Marisol Esparza.”

      I offered her my hand. “Well, it’s nice to finally meet you, Marisol.”

      “You too, Spencer.”

      I couldn’t hide the grin on my face as I relinquished her hand and left her to the rest of her shift. It hadn’t gone anywhere near as smooth as I’d hoped, but she’d agreed to see me again.
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      I watched Spencer leave with a big grin on his face and settled back behind the circulation desk. Tina had her headphones back on her ears like I didn’t exist. I tried to process my feelings over what just happened. Why had I given Spencer a chance by agreeing to see him tomorrow? I’d come here feeling firm in my belief I wasn’t ready to meet in person, yet I’d given in so quickly. But, why?

      His excitement was infectious.

      “Hey, did you finish the re-shelving yet?” A voice beside me asked before I could go deeper into analyzing my feelings.

      I turned to find Tina hovering over me, headphones now slung around her neck. For someone who claimed to not care to about this job, she made a habit of nosing in on other people’s business. Sure, it had been mildly helpful she had introduced Spencer, but generally she only irritated me. She fixed me with a fake smile and tapped her hand against her upper arm. I glanced at the pile of books sitting in the return bin.

      “I was getting to it,” I said, returned the smile, and scooped the books from the pile.

      I snatched up my phone and shoved it in my pocket on my way to the shelves. Re-shelving was something of a mind-numbing process and something that had taken Tina all of five minutes to explain. Read the reference number, find the shelf, shove it in, repeat. By the time my phone read five to six, I had two books left. I hadn’t been able to find where they went in the stacks. I was about ready to stick them back in the return bin, so they became someone else’s problem when I remembered I noticed a restricted area Tina mentioned housed rare books.

      These titles didn’t fit the strict definition, but it was worth a shot. I passed by circulation to find Tina had disappeared. The fact she’d left the desk unattended bothered me, but I bit my lip and kept going. The restricted area wasn’t cordoned off with a velvet rope or anything fancy. Rather, the door simply bore a sign saying ‘RESTRICTED’ in angry, red, capital letters. An electronic keypad adorned the wall to the right, and by the row of green lights on the pad, I assumed the door was unlocked. I tried the handle on the left-hand door and it swung in on silent hinges.

      Why does a public library need keypad entry to rare books?

      The room was dimly lit, and a thick cloud of dust motes floated through the air. I pulled out my phone and turned on the flashlight app to better see the shelve numbers. The clock ticked over the six, and I’d only managed to put back one of the books before realizing the last one had no reference tag on the spine. In a huff, I marched back to the circulation desk. This would have to be someone else’s problem. My shift was over.

      I reached the desk and the lights went out, plunging the library into darkness. This isn’t right. The library doesn’t close until eight-thirty on weeknights. The fact no one panicked also sent danger signals to my brain, spurring me to action. My hindbrain told me not to turn on my flashlight, it would only draw whoever had done this to me, so I fumbled blindly for my bag. I slid the book inside and slowly crept toward the exit. I held my breath as I eased the one non-automatic door open. Damp air hit me in the face as I ducked onto the street, grateful for the yellow pools of light cast by the streetlights. I turned back to look at the library and swore I saw someone watching me. A skinny guy with a distinctive tattoo of a dagger on his neck and a buzz cut.

      Jason? No, it can’t be him.

      Fear immobilized me as the memory of his hands grabbing me flashed before my eyes. He stared me down but kept his distance. The fact he wasn’t advancing must have freed me from my paralysis. My heart hammered in my chest as I took off at a run. I didn’t stop until I slammed into the back of Papi’s truck ten minutes later. I bent double, hands pressed to my knees until I caught my breath and my heart slowed to a less erratic cadence. I should tell Papi about seeing Jason, but I knew what he would do. The police would be knocking on our door in no time and I couldn’t handle going through that again. A part of me felt guilty over ratting him out in the first place. I shouldered my bag and headed inside through the garage, trying to hide the panic. Papi was sitting in the living room flipping between the evening news and game shows. He was dressed in a uniform jumpsuit and the remains of a TV dinner sat on the table beside him.

      “How was your first shift at work, mija?” he asked, setting the remote aside.

      “Fine.”

      “Just fine?”

      “It’s a job at the library. Nothing really happened. I helped people check out books.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re getting to meet people.” He stood and gathered his plate. “Did you eat?”

      “Yes.” Normally I wouldn’t mind the small talk when I got home, but tonight I wanted to be alone. I hated blowing him off, though. “I’m going to grab a shower and head to bed early. Good luck at your new job, Papi.”

      He closed the distance between us. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes. I’ve got a headache, that’s all.”

      He kissed my forehead and gave me another smile. “Okay. I’ll see you in the morning. I’ll have my cell phone if you need anything.”

      “I’ll be fine. I promise.”

      I gave him a quick hug and headed down the hall to my bedroom. I tossed my bag by the foot of my bed and let out a slow breath. Jason appearing at the library flashed through my thoughts again and sent shivers down my spine. Pulling out a nightshirt, I ducked into the adjoining bathroom and started the hot water. My thoughts shifted to my impending afternoon with Spencer. I feared getting to know one another in person would somehow ruin the friendship we’d built online. But I had to admit, no matter how anxious it made me a part of me was still excited to have one friend in this new place.
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      Nervous energy coursed through me all day at school. My dream of meeting Marisol was coming true. I had to believe the ease we shared online would translate to the real world now that we’d gotten the awkward introductions out of the way. At present, I stood in front of my locker, the end of school bell about to ring. Before I could do the combination, the lock jiggled, clicked open, and flew out of the clasp keeping the door shut.

      “What do you want, Tina?” I refused to let her dampen my mood.

      “Try not to scare the new chick, Spence.”

      “Why don’t you mind your own business?”

      “I’m just looking out for you.”

      “We both know that’s not true.” I turned to look her in the eye. After all the time we spent together I was still surprised by how bright blue her eyes were. They were accented by the fact she had a habit of dying her normally strawberry blonde hair to match. Her mother hated it.

      She leaned against the cool metal of the locker beside mine. “Just because you found your internet girlfriend in real life doesn’t mean she’ll stick around. Why is she different from everyone else?”

      I opened the locker and shoved my backpack inside. “Why do you care, Tina? Honestly, ever since we started … working together, you’ve been on me for every girl I date. Hell, Sylvia told me you warned her off dating me, so thanks.”

      She cocked her head to one side, as if trying to read me. Damn it, that’s my trick. “I want to make sure they’re worthy of you. And in case you missed it, the population of this school is decidedly unworthy. Why do you think I’m single?”

      Because you’re a blue-haired hacker, who can’t mind her own business, who is chasing guys who aren’t interested? I exhaled and adjusted my glasses, pushing them farther up my nose. “I can handle this on my own. So, butt out. I don’t need relationship advice from you.”

      Her face fell a little as I slammed the locker door shut, yanked the lock from her hand, and secured it with a decisive ‘click’. I stormed off before I could catch any of her thoughts, certain they wouldn’t improve my mood. As soon as I was around the corner, I stopped and leaned against the wall to gather myself. Snippets of people’s thoughts drifted through my brain. Never a good sign when I couldn’t block them out.

      “Get it together,” I chided myself. I massaged the bridge of my nose and took several deep breaths. Now was not the time to lose control of my abilities. This first date was far too important to mess up.

      The voices in my head died down and I made my way toward the first floor. I caught sight of Declan standing with his on-again, off-again girlfriend, Lissette. He had one arm draped around her shoulders while she chatted with a few of her friends. Apparently, they were back on. I wished he could be open about how he really felt. Tina’s thoughts sometimes drifted to imagining dating Declan, but for some unexplained reason she kept trying to ruin my life and not his. I gave him a brief nod. He met my gaze and I heard, “Don’t screw up,” loud and clear in my head. It was as much encouragement as I was going to get from him. Checking myself in the glass of the trophy case by the front door I burst out into the springtime sunshine.

      I did a cursory inspection of the people hanging out on the front steps but didn’t spot Marisol. Good, I was early. I would hate to be late on our first date. I shoved my hands in my pockets to keep from fidgeting. No matter how cool I tried to appear, first dates—and second and third, if I’m honest—made me nervous. Being able to read a girl’s mind sounds like it would be great. Most of the time it makes me want to gouge out my own eyes. I’d learned more than I wanted to know about periods and which boys on the basketball team were good kissers.

      “Spencer?” Her voice floated to me on the afternoon breeze and every tense muscle in my body relaxed.

      I looked to find Marisol in person standing on the step below me. Her dark brown curls were piled on top of her head in one of those messy buns. On her it was perfect and elegant. She flashed me a small smile and I realized I was staring at her, mouth open like a caught fish. A small part of me had doubted she would show up given I’d ambushed her the day before.

      “I’m glad you found the place.”

      “The town is not that big. It’s kind of hard to miss.”

      I wanted to take her by the hand but decided against it. We weren’t there yet. “You want to get out of here?”

      Her smile wavered. “Sure.”

      We headed off down Main Street in silence. I had a million questions I wanted to ask—so many things not covered in our two-year online friendship—but I couldn’t bring myself to interrupt the silence. It was a comfortable sort of quiet and she appeared content to maintain it. When we reached the southeast corner of the town square, which doubled as the park, she looked at me.

      “I’m usually more talkative, I promise. I was enjoying the walk.”

      “Me too.”

      Her laugh was like bells tinkling in the air. “And I think maybe I’m a little nervous. I’ve never met someone I’ve only known online before.”

      “Me either.”

      “So, I’m guessing you’re nervous, too.”

      I wanted to lie to her and tell her I wasn’t nervous, but I wanted this to work. There were already things I couldn’t tell her about my life. Lying about my feelings seemed stupid. “After yesterday, I didn’t think I would be. I mean, I was pretty freaked going in there, not knowing if you were the person I’ve been getting to know for the past two years. But, yeah, I’m a little nervous.”

      “Well, that is something we have in common, then. Besides our love of comic book superheroes.”

      We strolled into the park along a path I’d raced along on my bike for hours when I was younger. We passed a slightly dented streetlamp and I tried to hide the smile ghosting over my lips. I could still picture Declan tossing the mugger into the lamp with one hand. If Marisol noticed the wistful look, she didn’t comment. I glanced sideways, admiring her profile. “So, have you been settling in okay?”

      “I don’t really know. Papi says I’ll like it here once I give it a try. But all my friends are back home. I have to finish classes online. I don’t even get to graduate with everyone.”

      I focused on her thoughts, trying to find some way to comfort her. They were a jumble of emotions, but I picked up on one specific to me: I’m glad he’s not a total creep.

      “It probably doesn’t mean much, but just because we took things offline doesn’t mean you can’t talk to me about anything.”

      “I know that. And it is nice to know someone here.”

      We resumed our walk through the park, falling back into companionable silence. I caught her staring at me a few times. The sun dappled through the trees, creating alternating patches of light and darkness along the ground. We turned down the path toward the wishing fountain at the center of the park. I’d tossed countless pennies into the fountain growing up, always wishing to feel complete. I think those wishes were starting to come true.

      I felt Marisol tense beside me before her thoughts rang out in my head. “We’re being followed. He’s back”

      “What’s wrong?” I watched her crane her neck behind her.

      “Nothing. I had this feeling like ….”

      “We’re being followed.”

      She nodded. I glanced back and saw nothing out of the ordinary. Her body language still signaled unease, though. “Why don’t we go somewhere a little more public? My parents own the Italian place on Dunleavy Terrace.”

      She nodded. “Sounds like a good idea.”

      I took her hand and held tight, ushering her past the fountain, through the brush abutting River Road and back to the more populated areas of town. We stopped at the intersection two blocks away from my parents’ restaurant and Marisol’s hand tightened again around mine. She was glancing fervently behind her. I looked, trying to see what was freaking her out so much., but again, nothing jumped out at me.

      “Who do you think is following us?” I prompted once the walk signal flipped to a blinking hand. We darted across the street and I led her around the back, stopping outside the kitchen exit.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s something. Please, what’s going on?’

      “I thought I saw Jason, but that’s impossible.”

      “Because he’s still in jail.”

      “Yes.”

      I couldn’t resist pulling her into a hug. I didn’t have to be a mind reader to know she craved the reassurance of the embrace. I’d never met the jerk, but I didn’t need to in order to know he was bad news. She relaxed against my grip, burying her head in my shoulder. I caught the sweet scent of strawberry shampoo and inhaled deeply. We stayed entwined for a long moment, me giving her as much comfort as I could and her clinging tight to me.

      A loud clang jarred us from our serenity as one of the bus boys kicked the back door open, toting recycling and trash bags.

      “Sorry to interrupt the love birds,” he said with a wink.

      Marisol blushed and pulled away from me. Without a word, I led her inside to the same booth Sylvia and I had occupied two days before. I thought it would be harder to put the experience out of my head, but the other day’s screw-up was as good as erased from history as we sat across from each other.

      “So, your parents own this place? I’m impressed,” she said, keeping partial focus on the front windows behind me.

      “It’s been in the family for three generations. My great-grandparents came over from Italy and started it up.”

      “Do you think you’ll take it over some day?”

      “My parents want me to. I feel like I wouldn’t be good at running a restaurant, though.” The adrenaline rush of helping people gave me more satisfaction than dealing with server schedules and picking a menu.

      “Do you have siblings who could take it over?”

      In all the time we’d talked, that detail hadn’t come up. Maybe our relationship was more superficial than I’d been willing to admit. “Nope, just me. I’ve got a cousin on my dad’s side of the family who talks about opening her own place one day. Maybe they could convince her to take this place over instead.”

      “If you don’t want to take over the family business, what do you want to do?”

      “I’ll let you know when I figure it out.”

      She nodded, glancing out the window behind me twice more before turning her attention back to me. “So, tell me something about you not a lot of people know.”

      “You know all the important stuff,” I replied, deflecting the question.

      “Spencer, we’ve been talking for two years and I didn’t know you were an only child. There’s got to be more to you than just the Professor X-obsessed Marvel fanboy.”

      My mouth went dry. It wasn’t nerves exactly, but outside of Declan, Tina, and her uncle, no one—my parents included—knew about my secret identity and abilities. For one thing, none of us were sure where these abilities came from. I mean, I’d always been able to read people, but the actual thoughts popping into my brain hadn’t happened until I hit puberty. As far as I knew, the same rang true with Declan and Tina. As Declan had reminded us both yesterday, Tina was no closer to uncovering our origin story.

      I wanted to share this part of my life with Marisol but knowing the truth could put her in danger. Besides, I wasn’t ready for her to think I was crazy. Before I could think of something non-vigilante related to say, she sunk down in the seat and I could hear her breath pick up. I didn’t want to assume she was being paranoid, but something was definitely off about all of this. Trying not to appear too obvious, I took hold of her hand and looked around the edge of the booth.

      At first, I saw nothing. Marisol’s fear spiked, sending her thoughts out in a jumbled spiral of panic and maybe it rubbed off on me because I spotted a skinny guy in a hoodie standing across the street. He pushed the hood down to reveal a bloody knife tattoo on his neck. The point of the blade pulsed against his jugular vein.

      “That’s Jason, isn’t it?” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “Yes.”

      I nodded and climbed out of the seat. “I’ll deal with this.”

      “No, Spencer, wait. Please. He’s not … the talking type.”

      “This is my family’s place and he isn’t welcome to lurk out there like a stalker. Stay here.”

      I let go of her hand and marched out the front door, intent on telling the prick off. I tried to focus on his thoughts, gauge his intentions, but all I got was static. Either he was brain dead—the fact he was standing there menacing my date said otherwise—or there was something wrong with this guy.

      “Hey, man. I don’t know how you found her or how you got out of jail, but Marisol doesn’t want you here. You need to leave or I’m going to call the cops.”

      He continued to stare me down, painful static crackling in my head. I took a step closer and his figure blurred. I blinked rapidly but the blur continued to overtake him. What the hell is happening? I didn’t have time to ponder the latest bizarre development because my phone buzzed in my pocket. I ignored it until the tone started to draw attention from passersby. I pulled it out to find a series of all caps texts from Tina telling me my skillset was needed elsewhere.

      I didn’t want to go. It broke my heart to abandon Marisol, but I couldn’t shirk my town-saving duties. Besides, by the time I looked up from my phone, the guy had disappeared. I turned to go back in and let Marisol know I had to bail, but my head exploded much like it had the first time I’d heard thoughts. They were too loud, too raw. My eyes watered, and my stomach lurched. Sucking in air I took off at a run, praying the sound would stop making my eardrums feel like they would rupture sooner rather than later.

      Five minutes later I skidded into a parked car, the entire world spinning around me. My stomach cramped once—the only warning sign of what was to come—and I bent double, puking into someone’s front lawn. I seriously needed to find this guy and sic Declan on his creepy ass. The voice in my head grew more insistent as dry heaves wracked my body. Please don’t hurt me. I felt my phone buzz in my pocket.

      “Keep your pants on, Tina,” I muttered and wiped my mouth.

      Sucking down gulps of air, I took off at a slow jog until I found Declan crouched behind a copse of trees. He looked at me and though only his eyes and mouth were visible, I could read the annoyance in his expression. “What happened to you?” he hissed.

      I waved off his question, instead focusing on the scene unfolding in front of us. Two men were unloading duffle bags—filled with drugs if I had to guess—from the back of a non-descript truck into the back of a stylish SUV. A woman sat in the passenger seat of the second vehicle, staring straight ahead as a third man held a handgun level with her chest. I closed my eyes and focused on the men’s thoughts as it had been the woman who’d drawn us here.

      “I’m going to get her,” Declan whispered.

      Before I could protest, he darted out from behind the trees, busting into the clearing. He may be strong as hell, but I was more than certain he was not bullet proof. He managed to take the first guy by surprise, sending the duffle in his hand flying into a tree with a solid ‘thump’. The second courier reached into the waistband of his jeans for a gun.

      “Gun!” I shouted.

      Declan rounded on the man and yanked the weapon from his grip. With the courier occupied, I turned my skills to the hostage-taker. I zeroed in on his thoughts, gathering what I could to pass on to Tina’s uncle. They were from out of town and had been using the same scheme up and down the coast. Sometimes I wished my ability worked the other way and I could send my thoughts out to other people to calm them or warn them what was coming. But my brain was only a receiver, so I darted out from my hiding spot, keeping low to the ground. The woman screamed as the thug grabbed her, gun pressed tight to her throat. Declan was still busy with the second courier, so it was up to me to make the daring rescue. I found a broken tree branch and hefted it like a baseball bat.

      “Back off or I shoot her,” the gunman growled in Declan’s direction.

      Up close the man’s hands shook the tiniest bit around the gun’s grip. Blocking everything else out, I caught one thought: “Please don’t make me do this.” If I tried to take him out from behind now, his hand could slip, and we could end up with a dead woman on our hands instead of a rescued victim. I tracked the gunman’s movements as he divided his attention between Declan’s beat down and the woman struggling in his grasp.

      In a stroke of luck, I caught her eye as she twisted in his grip. I mouthed ‘duck’ and lifted the branch. She sunk down faster than I would have thought possible as I swung the branch, connecting with the man’s head. He crumpled on impact, the gun falling from his hand. I kicked it out of reach and fired off a text to Tina to alert the police.

      “Thank you,” the woman said, throwing her arms around me.

      Heat crept up my cheeks—thankfully hidden by my mask—until she let go and gave Declan the same treatment. I stuck around long enough to hear the distant wail of sirens coming toward us before I took off at a sprint. I had no intention of being there when Officer Boudreau rolled up. One time in handcuffs was plenty for me. There was a chance I could still finish my date with Marisol.

      By the time I got back to the restaurant the early dinner crowd was in full swing. The booth we’d been sharing was empty. I checked to see if she’d left her bag, indicating she’d gone to the bathroom, but there was no sign of her.

      “Your friend left about ten minutes ago,” my mom said as she stepped around me with a tray of freshly made cannoli’s.

      I stormed out the back through the kitchen and took my frustration out on the trash cans. I earned a sore foot for my trouble, but I didn’t care. I’d still managed to screw everything up with the perfect girl. I pulled up our message thread on my phone and sent her a message begging her to meet me the next day before school. I hoped my apology would be enough for a second chance. I couldn’t bare another “I told you so,” speech from Tina and the vaguely disappointed looks from Declan. I wasn’t ready to give up on the possibility of having some semblance of a normal life. I deserved as much, and I wanted it to be with Marisol. There was still a chance I could balance the two parts of my life.
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      Anger and disappointment clouded my thoughts as I sat in bed the next morning. I’d been reluctant to meet Spencer in person because I was worried he’d turn out to be just another guy who took off at the drop of the hat, with no explanation, and leave me hanging. I’d put up with that with Jason for too long. I had vowed I would never let another guy treat me like that. Yet, without trying, it had happened again. A part of me wanted to believe Spencer really wanted to be friends. The way he looked at me told me he wanted more than my friendship, but I was not ready to give that to him, or anyone else.

      I’d seen his message begging to meet at the high school before his classes. He promised to explain his behavior. I hadn’t decided whether to let him try to patch things up. Papi’s footsteps padded down the hall outside my room and he stuck his head in the partially open doorway.

      “Morning, mija.”

      “Morning, Papi. I’m going for a walk. I’ll be back in a little while. You don’t have to wait up for me.”

      “If you’re sure.” He had bags under his eyes and his skin was paler than it had been the night before.

      “I can feed myself. Get some sleep.”

      He gave me a tired smile and retreated to his bedroom. Without realizing it, I’d talked myself into meeting Spencer. I dressed, packed my laptop in my bag and grabbed a travel mug of coffee to wake me up. I could always do my schoolwork at the library. I approached the front of the high school fifteen minutes later and spotted Spencer sitting on the bottom step. He looked tired, too.

      “You came,” he said in surprise.

      “To be honest, until twenty minutes ago I wasn’t sure I was going to.”

      “Come on. I know somewhere private we can talk.”

      I followed him as he led me around the back of the building to an open area with metal tables and benches. I sat down at one and took a sip of my coffee.

      “I am so sorry. I swear I didn’t mean to take off on you.” Genuine emotion made his voice crack.

      I considered my words carefully before saying anything. “So why did you?” It came out harsher than I’d expected.

      Spencer wet his lips and twisted his fingers together on the table in front of me. “I was trying to chase off your ex-boyfriend. It took longer than I realized and by the time I got back you were gone.”

      The fact Spencer couldn’t meet my gaze when he gave his explanation signaled there was something he wasn’t saying. “I appreciate the effort but….”

      “Marisol, I swear I want this work.”

      “What exactly is this?”

      “I don’t know, but I want to find out. Don’t you?” He grabbed my hand and squeezed gently. “And I don’t want you to get hurt. We should report him to the cops. Like you said, he’s not even supposed to be out of jail.”

      I shook my head and pulled my hand away. “He is my problem. Please, don’t get involved.”

      “Okay.”

      “Why don’t we try this whole getting to know each other thing again?”

      He grinned, “I’d like that. How about this afternoon?”

      “I have to work tonight. But I’m off at seven. My dad works nights, so he won’t notice, especially if I let him know I’m studying at the library until it closes.”

      “I’ll see you at seven.”

      I stayed seated at the table as he disappeared. I grabbed my backpack, and something went ‘thump’ on the ground. I unzipped it to find the library book from the other night. I’d completely forgotten about it. I’d have to remember to return it tonight. A mixture of curiosity and boredom led me to flip open the book. A faded handwritten inscription adorned the cover page.

      To my dearest Lena,

      One day everyone will see the groundbreaking work we’ve done and acknowledge we have changed history.

      All my love

      C.H.K.

      The book itself turned out to be a comparison of theories on evolutionary biology. Charles Darwin led the charge. I didn’t recognize any of the other names as I flipped through. I turned to the back to skim the index and found a hole cut into the pages. Nestled in the cut out sat a collection of rewriteable discs. This book hadn’t been meant to be taken from its place in the return bin. The hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention and I glanced around before closing the book and shoving it back into my bag. Despite stowing it away, I still felt unseen eyes tracking my every move as I hastily downed my coffee and left school grounds, no longer feeling safe there.

      I ended up at the library before they opened and sat outside, feeling the weight of the book in my bag. This would be the opportunity to put it back and let it be someone else’s problem. But, the inscription on the front page intrigued me. Who were these people and what great discovery did they make? And most importantly, why had it been left in the book return with the cache of discs in the hidden compartment?

      “You’re not working this early, are you?” a male voice called.

      I looked up to see Henry standing at the front door, key in hand. “Oh, no. I was actually just looking for a quiet place to do some schoolwork.”

      “Come in. You’ll have the place to yourself.”

      I followed him through the sliding doors and over to the circulation desk. I eyed the Restricted section, making note that the keypad was no longer lit up green. Henry stowed his own bag behind the desk.

      “How did your first shift go?”

      “Oh, it was fine. Everything seemed pretty easy.”

      “Good.” He tapped a few keys on the computer in front of him. “Looks like we’ll be working together this afternoon, too. I was supposed to be on yesterday, but something came up. Sorry you got stuck with Tina. I know she can be kind of a pain.”

      “She was okay,” I lied. I didn’t want to talk about the blue-haired, nosy girl who seemed overly interested in my life. And Spencer’s. I needed to figure out what was going on between them.

      “Can I ask you a sort of personal question?” I leaned on the desk with my elbows.

      “Maybe,” he answered with a half-smile.

      “Is there something going on between Tina and Spencer?” I realized I hadn’t gotten Spencer’s last name. I prayed Henry had a clue who I meant.

      His shoulders relaxed. “Not from Spencer’s point of view. They sometimes hang out, at least that’s what I hear. But it’s more of like a study group.”

      “Does she have feelings for him?”

      “I’m not a mind reader. Why? Do you have feelings for him?”

      My cheeks flushed. “We’re friends. Or at least, I think we are. It’s complicated.”

      “When isn’t it?”

      I wasn’t sure why, but a wave of longing washed over me. Not for anyone I knew, just a general wishing for the return of someone’s affection. I steadied myself against the desk. As my balance shifted my bag fell off my shoulder and landed hard on the ground.

      “Oh, I did have a question about one of the tasks Tina had me do yesterday.”

      “Shoot.”

      “She had me put books back from the return bin. Does anyone ever put a non-library book in by mistake?”

      Henry rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Not usually. Why, did you find something that didn’t belong?”

      I could come clean. I should come clean and yet, I was unable to bring myself to admit the truth or show him what I had discovered. “No. I thought there was one that didn’t belong until I realized it went in the Restricted section.”

      “Ah, yeah, you shouldn’t really be going in there.”

      “Why not? It was open.”

      Sweat broke out along his forehead. “There are a lot of rare volumes in there. First editions and they are supposed to be kept under strict environmental controls. From now on, if you can’t find where a book goes in the regular stacks, just put it back in the return bin. I’ll take care of it.”

      “I’m sorry. No one told me not to,” I said.

      “It’s fine. Now you know for next time.”

      I nodded. “I should try to get some schoolwork done. These finals won’t write themselves.”

      “Good luck. And see you this afternoon.”

      I hoisted my bag onto my shoulder and went in search of a study room. His reaction was not normal. It only solidified that there was something odd going on here and I couldn’t let it go.
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      I ducked down the east stairs to the basement during my afternoon study period and darted into the unused computer lab. As expected, Tina sat in the far back corner, fingers flying over the keys. Declan lounged a couple of seats over. Neither looked up, but Declan kicked a chair at me. I picked a seat on the other side of Tina.

      “My uncle said those dealers were pretty banged up,” Tina said without looking away from the screen.

      I snorted. “Declan thought they were pretty good punching bags. Although, man you aren’t bullet proof. You kind of freaked me out.”

      “How do you know I’m not?”

      I quirked a brow at him and tapped my temple. “I’m a mind reader, remember?”

      His cheeks burned. “Stay out of my head, Emo.”

      I turned my attention back to Tina. “Something weird did happen yesterday when I was with Marisol.”

      She swiveled away from the keyboard, all her attention on me. “Botch another relationship before it could get off the ground?”

      “As a matter of fact, no. We’re going on another date tonight, no thanks to vigilante interruptus.”

      Tina pouted, and a few strands of blue hair fell across her face. “It’s not going to last. I’m telling you.”

      I looked over Tina’s shoulder at Declan. “Why doesn’t she do this to you, too?”

      He held up his hands. “Leave me out of it.”

      “You were saying something about weirdness,” Tina prompted.

      “Yeah. Marisol’s ex showed up, which for a whole host of reasons is problematic. She was seriously freaked out. Anyway, I went to tell him to get lost and all I got was static.”

      “Static? What do you mean?” Declan said.

      “Like white noise. I tried to read him and there was nothing there. He stood there staring at me before he went blurry and disappeared. I swear my head felt like it was going to explode when I heard the woman’s screams.” My eardrums ached at the memory.

      “Maybe you were imagining things,” Declan offered unhelpfully.

      “I wasn’t.”

      Tina was quiet, her eyes unfocused in thought. Beside her the computer monitor started to fizzle and spark. My phone grew warm in my pocket. “Tina, focus before you fry the whole damn room.”

      “Huh?” She shook her head. “Sorry. I was thinking … it could be … no it would have been obvious … unless ….”

      “Speak full sentences,” I snapped.

      She let out a huff and pushed herself to her feet. She raked her hands through her hair and started to pace. We were in for one of her conspiracy lectures. “So, we all know I found you two because of my ability.” Declan and I shared a look but stayed silent. She continued as if we weren’t there. “I pick up on other people’s powers when they are being used. It’s like a homing signal or something. Anyway, you’d think the blue-haired hacker chick would get noticed, but everyone pretends I don’t exist. Ignore the weirdo and she’ll go away. Well, I’ve gotten around most of the senior class and no one has given off any signals, which is statistically odd. There can’t be only three of us.”

      “Tina, you had a point,” Declan said.

      She stopped pacing and clapped her hands together. “Yes. My point is, maybe there is someone out there who has powers, too, but we haven’t met them. Maybe they’re older than us or at a different school.”

      I leaned back in my chair, straining the back legs. “And this explains things how exactly?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Her ex probably has powers. I don’t know, maybe he can teleport or scramble people’s brains. But if I could figure out what it is, maybe we could get closer to finding out where we came from.”

      “She moved from a completely different town,” I pointed out.

      “We don’t know how widespread this is,” she quipped.

      “You think whoever it is will come after Marisol again,” I said as my feet planted back on the ground.

      “It’s a possibility.”

      “No.”

      Declan looked at me. “No?”

      “You heard me. This is Tina’s way of horning in on my date. The answer is no. If you want to keep an eye on her while she’s working at the library, fine. But as soon as she’s done, she’s off limits.”

      “Okay, fine.”

      The end of period bell blared through the room and I stood up. “And if anything goes down tonight, Declan can handle it alone. I am not having a repeat of last night.”

      “Spencer, you know it’s not how this works,” Tina protested.

      “Tina, back off and stop being such a control freak. The only reason we go out together is because you arbitrarily said so. Let him have his fun. You may enjoy solitude, but the rest of us don’t,” Declan said.

      She blinked at the verbal smack down. Everything he’d said was true—well except the part about her enjoying being alone—and she knew it. I’d thought about saying those words a million times but knew it would hurt her. The fact Declan said it was like a slap in the face. With angry keystrokes, she logged off the computer and stormed out. Without trying, I heard her thoughts as she disappeared down the hall. They didn’t bear repeating.

      “You didn’t have to be so hard on her,” I said when Declan and I were alone.

      “You were thinking the same thing.”

      “Maybe, but you were kind of a dick about it. In fact, you’ve been kind of a tool the last few days to her. Just because you’re not in a great place romantically doesn’t mean you have to make the rest of us feel miserable.”

      “Take the win, Sorano.” He exited to room, leaving me to stand surrounded by computers.

      I headed for my second afternoon class trying to come up with a game plan for my second date with Marisol. As I settled into my seat, I pondered the option of sharing the truth about my secret identity. The girls always fell for the guys in superhero masks in the comics and the movies. But I wasn’t a comic book hero. I was just some nerd with powers I didn’t ask for. In fact, if Tina hadn’t recruited me, I wasn’t sure I’d be using my powers for good. Now that I had a taste for it, I didn’t want to let it go. I just hoped Marisol could be the Mary Jane to my Spiderman.
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      As I sat alone in the study room all day, the library book and its contents weighed heavy on my mind. Even though I hadn’t seen Henry since I’d arrived, it still felt as though he was keeping an eye on me. At four o’clock on the dot, I settled behind the circulation desk. Henry smiled at me but didn’t say anything. I hoped today’s shift would be uneventful.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” Tina said, materializing on the other side of the desk. She had a way too eager smile on her face. Something was definitely up.

      “Uh, fine.”

      “You’re not on the schedule today, Tina,” Henry said, coming to my defense.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “Really? Thank God you’re here to remind me. Anyway, this isn’t your business.”

      Whatever she had to say next, I didn’t want it to be my business either. “Do you need help with something?”

      She grabbed my wrist and dragged me around the side of the desk. I had no choice but to follow her. My heart thumped in my chest as I realized my bag and its secret contents were unguarded.

      “I heard you’re going out with Spencer again,” she said when we were well hidden in the biography section.

      “Why is it any of your business?”

      “He’s a nerd but he’s kind of my nerd. He’s really excited about this whole thing and I guess you could say I’m a little protective of him.”

      Somehow, I doubted the veracity of her statement. Not her protectiveness. I could practically feel the waves of defensiveness rolling off her. But I couldn’t picture her and Spencer as friends. Tina didn’t come off as the friendly type. She would invade your personal space and co-opt your personal life, but friend was a stretch.

      “Look, I don’t know what’s going on between you two, but Spencer and I are just friends.”

      Tina brushed a few strands of blue hair out of her face. “We both know he’s got more in mind. If you hurt him, you’ll see how protective I can be.”

      I bristled at her threat. This girl who had spent all of three hours with me had no right to come at me like this. “Your threat is noted. But you aren’t the only one who can throw down. I would appreciate it if you kept your nose out of my business.”

      I left her standing there and returned to the desk. Henry looked up from his laptop.

      “Everything okay?”

      I forced a smile. “Everything is fine.”

      The first hour was pretty boring. A few people came in with early summer reading lists for their kids. With Henry manning the desk, I guided them into the shelves to find the books they needed. I helped an older woman update her account, so she could rent e-books. I reached into my bag to check my phone when my hand brushed the binding of the book. When the flow of people eased up, I leaned over and tapped Henry on the shoulder.

      “Can I ask you something about Tina?”

      “I can’t promise I’ll know the answer but shoot.”

      “Is she good with computers?”

      Henry chuckled. “If you ask her, she’d tell you she’s a hacker extraordinaire. Why?”

      “I just have a problem with my computer and thought she might be able to help.”

      “If she’s still around, you could ask. I’ve got the desk.”

      I shouldered my bag and went in search of Tina. I found her sequestered in a study room, back to the door with her headphones in, tapping away on a 2-in-1 tablet.

      I knocked on the doorframe. “Hey, Tina, can I show you something?”

      She didn’t respond. I nudged her shoulder but again, nothing. So, I did the only thing I could think of: I moved into the room, reached behind the tablet’s screen, and unplugged the headphones.

      Tina swiveled to face me, anger wafting off her. “What the hell?”

      “I needed to ask you something and you weren’t paying attention,” I said, annoyance washing over me. I must have been picking up on her irritation.

      “What is it?”

      I sat down next to her and reached into my bag, retrieving the book. “I was re-shelving things yesterday and this book doesn’t have a reference number on it. In fact, it doesn’t look like it’s ever been checked out.”

      “I’ve never seen it before. And Henry’s more the rulebook guy. Talk to him.”

      “Well, I thought you should know, I found something in the back that seemed like it might be interest.” I flipped to the index and the cut-out pages fell open to reveal the five discs with no cases. “I don’t know what is on them, but I thought someone should know.”

      Tina gave me a side-eye before closing her tablet and fully giving me her attention. She gingerly picked up the first disc with the pads of her fingers, as if handling it too roughly would make it spontaneously combust.

      “I haven’t seen tech this old since I was five.”

      “Do you have any way of figuring out what’s on it?”

      “Not here. I’ll take a closer look with my set up at home.” She pocketed the lot of them. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      I closed the book. “What about this?”

      “It’s a book.”

      My eyes rolled so far back in my head I’m surprised I didn’t get a look at my brain stem. “A book with no reference number in a library. It has some odd inscription on the front page which makes me think this has sentimental value to someone.”

      “Keep it or give it to Henry. I don’t really care. I’ll let you know what I find with the discs.”

      “You don’t find it a little odd someone hid whatever those discs were in this book in the bottom of the book return? I mean it has to have special significance.”

      “Well Nancy Drew, sounds like you’ve got a mystery to solve. Like I said, I’ll see what I can find out with these.”

      She gave me a dismissive wave, putting her headphones back on. Her holier than thou attitude washed over me and I bit my tongue to keep from cursing her out. After taking several calming breaths, I flipped to the front-page inscription. Who were Lena and C.H.K.? What amazing breakthrough would warrant inclusion in such a dense text?

      I slid the book back into the front flap of my bag. I couldn’t explain why but I didn’t want to share this with Henry. He was nice enough, but this was something I wanted to work out with someone I trusted. Like Spencer?

      Did I really trust him? I wanted his friendship. Would sharing this secret with him give him false hope there was more between us?

      I headed back to the circulation desk and took up my empty seat. Henry was busy checking someone out. I was about to pull out my phone to do some covert internet searches when a woman stormed by chasing an elementary-school aged boy clinging to a book.

      “Michael, you have to leave it here,” she yelled.

      My irritation spiked. I pushed back from behind the desk, rounded the side and planted myself between mother and son. “Is there a problem?”

      The woman gaped at me. Michael huddled behind me, pressing the book to his chest. “It’s none of your business.”

      I pointed toward the circulation desk. “I work here. How can I help?”

      “I want it Mommy!” Michael wailed.

      “He loves this stupid book. I’ve read it to him a million times. But he refuses to leave without it.”

      “You can check it out.”

      She stared at me dumbfounded. “He doesn’t have a card.”

      I bit my lip hard to keep from laughing. “Do you?”

      She blushed a deep rose. “No.”

      I waved her over to the desk. “I can help.”

      She glanced between the desk and her son once before following me over. In a matter of minutes, she held her newly-minted library card. Michael still sat on the floor clutching the book. I bent down to his eye level and could almost feel his sadness about having to leave the book.

      “Hi Michael, my name’s Mari. Can I see your book for a minute?”

      “I want to keep it.”

      “I know. I have to stamp it and you can take it home with you.”

      His eyes widened, and his mood improved immediately. “I can?”

      I nodded, and he relinquished the book. After date stamping the return card for as late a date as I could, I handed it back to him. He waved before following his mother out the front doors. A figure passed them on their way and I spotted Spencer as he approached the desk.

      “He looks happy.”

      “It is amazing what a library card can do. Poor guy wanted to spend more time with Mom reading his favorite book”

      Spencer cocked his head to the side. “He told you?”

      “No. Just … a feeling.” I turned back to find Henry sitting alone at the desk. “Is it okay for me to head out?”

      “Have a good night,” he said with a small wave.

      Spencer and I walked side by side out into the sticky early summer air. The sun had set, casting the sky in pretty shades of orange and purple. We meandered up the street in silence for a minute before Spencer looked at me. “Where should we go?”

      I thought for a minute. I didn’t want the crowded noise of a restaurant and the park sent phantom shivers down my spine. I knew I was being irrational, but I couldn’t help it. “How about your favorite place in town. Somewhere special to you.”

      He brightened. “Right this way.”

      Spencer led me down back alleys and through people’s backyards to a small clearing overlooking a tiny ravine. The grass was lush and smelled of lilies. A single bench sat in the middle of the clearing with a perfect view of the land on the other side of the chasm.

      “What is this place?”

      “I’ve spent a lot of time here the last few years. Things were kind of … complicated when I started high school and this place made me feel safe and like I was more in control.”

      “And the bench?”

      He grinned. “A friend helped me get it out here. Come on.”

      “How? With a forklift?” I joked.

      Spencer’s cheeks flushed. “Not exactly. My friend works out a lot. To say he could bench press that sucker would be both accurate, and horribly cheesy.”

      We settled onto the worn wood and stared at the sky as it faded to dark blue. “Can I ask what happened,” I probed.

      “Huh?”

      “What happened to make you find this place?”

      He ran his hands over his thighs as if to wipe off sweat. His gaze went unfocused and he wouldn’t look at me. “It’s hard to explain. I discovered some things about myself I couldn’t share with other people. Being alone was easier, safer.”

      I took his hand. “You don’t have to hide anything with me, I promise.”

      “It isn’t something I talk about. Believe me, I want to tell you. You’re the first person I’ve wanted to tell, but I don’t know how.”

      Pain etched into his features, as if it physically hurt him to say those words. I wanted him to spill whatever the secret was, but knew if we were going to trust each other, I needed to be patient. So, I said, “Whenever you’re ready, I’ll be here. That’s what friends are for.”

      “Yeah, friends,” he muttered.

      I had to hand it to him. His secret spot was beautiful. “Thank you for sharing this place with me.”

      “Don’t go telling the locals.”

      A smile spread across my lips. “Lucky for you I don’t know many.”

      He leaned forward with his elbows propped on his knees, hands clasped together. He slowly turned to look at me. “So, in all the time we’ve chatted online, you’ve never mentioned your mom. Are your parents like divorced?”

      A pang of sadness constricted my chest. It had been a long time since my mother’s passing, but right now, in the calmness of Spencer’s hidden sanctuary, the loss felt all too fresh. I fought back tears. “No. She died when I was young.” Breath hitched in my throat and I had to swallow a couple times before continuing. “It’s been Papi and me for a while now. It is easier not to have to explain it, so I don’t talk about her.”

      “I am so sorry. I feel like such an ass.”

      I wiped at my eyes. “You didn’t know. You couldn’t have known.” I shivered as a sudden chill ran down my spine. “I love Papi with all my heart, but it was hard moving here this late in the school year and doing online classes is so isolating.”

      “Did you tell him that?”

      I shook my head. “This was really important to him. I couldn’t make it harder on him. So, I swallow how I feel and just put on a smile. I suppose it isn’t so bad. Starting at a new school with all the established cliques would be hell.”

      Spencer unclasped his hands and wrapped them around mine. “I hereby induct you into my own personal clique of one. Membership is very exclusive.”

      I laughed. He joined in and we fell against each other until the laughter finally subsided. The sun fell farther below the tree line, casting us into shadows. I studied his profile in the dying light, memorizing the planes of his cheek and the swirl of his ear. Why am I doing that?

      “I’m glad you convinced me to give you a second chance. You are a good friend, Spencer.”

      He looked me in the eye and before I realized what was happening, he closed the distance between us and pressed his lips to mine. I stayed immobile until he pulled away.

      “Was that okay?” Spencer said, his cheeks flushed from the encounter.

      I brushed the pad of my index finger over my lips. They still tingled from where he’d made contact. “I don’t think I’m ready for this. I’m sorry.”

      His shoulders slumped. “I’m such an idiot. Of course, you’re not. You’re still getting over your ex.”

      I wanted to reassure him that his advance hadn’t ruined the friendship we’d been building. “You are not an idiot. Besides, I have something I want to show you. Can we go somewhere?”

      He stared at me in silence for a moment. Spencer stood, offering me a hand. “We can go to my house. We should have the place to ourselves since my parents will be at the restaurant until closing.”

      I shouldered my bag and he led me out of the clearing and back toward civilization. It was probably a trick of my imagination, but the people and sounds on Main Street bombarded my senses. There wasn’t enough air and my lungs burned from lack of oxygen. The sense of peace was gone, replaced by overwhelming panic.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Spencer’s voice was barely loud enough for me to hear.

      “I … don’t know.”

      He squeezed my shoulders and guided me around the people crowding the sidewalks. I lost track of the path we took, but suddenly we were standing on the front porch of a three-story house with pale green siding and a cream-colored foundation. The white window-trim accented the place, making it inviting. Spencer pulled out a key from his pocket and unlocked the front door. Wordlessly, I followed him inside to the sprawling kitchen where he motioned for me to sit. I obeyed and waited.

      “Here, drink this.” His voice was soft and concerned as he pressed a glass of water into my hands.

      The glass rattled against my fingernails as my hands shook. How long had they been shaking? Spencer’s firm grip cupped mine and guided the glass to my lips. I drank deeply, and the haze began to lift. I took smaller sips until the world settled back to normal.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

      “It’s okay, as long as you are all right now.”

      He dragged a chair across the pristine tile floor and sat in front of me, within arm’s reach. I finished the water in the glass and gingerly set it on the table beside us. “It’s never happened to me before.”

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but what did happen?”

      I thought back, trying to put the experience into words. “It was like the world came alive all at once. Everything was sharper, noisier, and I could feel everything. Like the weight of the emotions of everyone around me was suffocating me. I don’t know, maybe it was a panic attack or something.”

      “Maybe.” The creased lines in his forehead told me he thought otherwise. He didn’t offer any alternative explanation.

      “I will be fine, I swear. I think maybe talking about my mom overwhelmed me. I haven’t thought about losing her in a long time. It was a part of my life I locked away because it hurt so much.”

      “I didn’t mean to make you relive your mom’s death,” he apologized.

      I shook my head. “No, it isn’t your fault. You had no way of knowing. Sometimes I feel things deeply.”

      “I get it. I mean, not exactly, but I understand feeling like there are parts of yourself you can’t control, and they take over unexpectedly.”

      Something told me his empathy had to do with whatever he’d gone through at the start of high school, but I didn’t pry. If I was going to trust he wouldn’t press me about my mother’s death, I had to respect his privacy, too. We sat in his kitchen in silence with the clock on the wall ticking the seconds away.

      Finally, Spencer cleared his throat. “So, you wanted to show me something?”

      I’d nearly forgotten the reason we’d ended up here. “Yes. We will need a computer, too.”

      He nodded. “Come on. That’s in the bedroom.”

      I followed him up to the third floor. I wasn’t sure what to expect from his room but the moment I stepped inside, I knew it could not have belonged anyone but him. The midnight blue walls and the light grey accent curtains exuded the same sense of calmness and safety as Spencer himself. I don’t believe in such things, but it was like he had imprinted on the room from spending so much time there. Much of that time had been messaging with me.

      “So, what did you need to show me.”

      I pulled the book from my bag. “I found this yesterday when I was putting books away. There is no reference number and I was hoping to figure out who it belonged to. There is an inscription in the front that might have some clues. I found some CDs in the back that Tina thinks she can access.”

      Spencer arched both eyebrows in surprise. “You went to Tina?”

      I shrugged. “She seemed like she was good with computers. And if you are friends with her, I can trust her, right?”

      “I’m sure she’ll do what she can.” He gestured to the computer set up behind him, “the computer, milady.”

      I set my bag at the foot of his bed and pulled up a browser. “The inscription is generic enough I probably won’t find anything searching it. But I can try to find information on the book itself.”

      Spencer picked up the book, studied the spine and opened the back cover. “Where did you find this again?”

      “In the return bin when I was doing re-shelving. I doubt anyone has ever checked it out.”

      “It’s definitely bizarre they would choose this book and leave it in such a public place. I mean how could you be sure no one would try to check it out or walk off with it?”

      Spencer had a point. “I mentioned the possibility of someone leaving a non-library book in the return to Henry and he acted more interested than I would have though.”

      “Did you show him what you found?”

      “No. I probably should, especially since this is only my second shift. It felt like something I should keep secret.”

      “The more I think about it, the return bin could be a good hiding spot as long as you know who is accessing it.”

      “You think someone at the library knew it was there?”

      “Maybe,” he replied.

      He flipped to the front of the book, holding it up close to his face. After a minute of study, he put the book aside and balanced his weight on the balls of his feet. “So, based on the book itself and the fact whoever this C.H.K person is thinks they’ve made some amazing discovery, I’d suggest checking the local paper. Something monumental is bound to make headlines.”

      “Good idea.”

      I pulled the records from the library’s online archive—oh, the irony—but searching for terms such as evolutionary biology and breakthrough yielded nothing.

      “That’s so strange,” Spencer murmured, coming to stand behind me.

      I caught a whiff of cologne. Was he wearing it before? The desire to continue what had begun in the clearing washed over me without warning. I told myself I wasn’t ready to move on with another guy, especially one whom I’d only just met in person. But I couldn’t deny there was something between us. Maybe moving on was exactly what I needed. In one motion, I spun the chair to face him and kissed him. He pulled me toward him and we fell backward onto the bed. Loose curls fell into my eyes and he brushed them aside. I smiled and kissed him again.

      He pulled away, his chest rising and falling with rapid breaths. “Not that I’m complaining but, are you sure you want to do this?”

      “I think maybe I was wrong before. This is what I need,” I said and pressed my lips to his again.
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      Despite the success of our second date, I couldn’t shake the idea things were going to go downhill. She’d changed her mind about wanting to move out of the friendzone so fast, I was surprised she didn’t get whiplash. Part of me wondered if I’d had something to do with her about face. I had never told anyone before, but I’d recently discovered sometimes I could push people to do what I wanted if they were easily influenced. Did I do that Marisol? I pushed those doubts away to focus on the puzzle she’d given me to solve.

      We hadn’t made any real progress after our impromptu kiss-a-thon. I was stumped by why someone would leave a random genetics book with a super-secret pile of discs hidden away in the public library. Marisol’s suggestion that someone on the inside knew more about the book than they were letting on stuck in my head. My first suspect was Henry. He tried to be everyone’s friend, but I still got weird vibes from him, and I didn’t need to be a telepath to know he was hiding something.

      For once I was excited to talk to Tina—especially since she’d managed to keep me out of any crime fighting for the entire night—and I got to school a good half hour before the first bell rang. It wasn’t hard to find her. She was snuggled up in our usual meeting spot in the same chair I’d found her in the day before. Declan was nowhere to be seen.

      “Hey,” I greeted, offering up the coffee I’d grabbed at the bakery off Wilmot Road. We had a Dunkin’ Donuts but I knew Tina detested their brew.

      “What’s this for?” she asked, eyeing the to-go cup dubiously.

      “Consider it a ‘thank you’ for keeping me on the bench yesterday.”

      She took the cup and removed the lid, letting the steam curl up and around her face. She inhaled deeply. “It was a slow night anyway.”

      I sat in the chair beside her and took a long pull from my own cup, draining the contents. “So, Marisol told me about the book and the discs she found inside it.”

      “Girl needs to learn to keep a secret.”

      “Don’t be such a bitch, Tina.”

      “Calm down Romeo. I was going to tell you about them anyway. And Declan if he ever gets his ass in here.”

      “She also mentioned you weren’t interested in the book.”

      “Like I told your girlfriend, she is free to look into it all she wants. Books are not my thing.”

      Girlfriend had a nice ring to it. “Well, we are. It might tell us who put the discs there. Have you figured out what’s on them, yet?”

      Tina set her coffee down and grabbed my face in both of her hands. “I’m going to say this real slow, so you can understand. I have fucking amazing computer skills, but I am not magic. It’s been less than twenty-four hours and I had to study for a government final.”

      “Okay, I get it. Can I have my face back now?”

      She relinquished her grip and returned to her coffee, a few tendrils of dark blue falling over her face. “I can’t get the stupid things open.”

      “Do we not have a man of steel on our roster?”

      “I meant they’re encrypted, genius. Give me time.”

      I tossed my empty cup in the trash and shoved my hands in my pockets. “Can I run something else by you?”

      “Sure.”

      “You thought Marisol’s ex could be like us, right?”

      “It’s a possibility. Did you see him again?”

      “No. But it got me thinking and I noticed something off about Marisol last night.”

      “Explain.”

      “We went for a walk, somewhere quiet and when we got back to Main Street, she kind of freaked out. She said it was like she was feeling too much.”

      “Well, Main can get kind of noisy at night.”

      “It wasn’t crowded or anything. And she said she feels things deeply sometimes. Tina, it sounds like what I experienced when my abilities first kicked in.”

      “I didn’t get anything off of her when we first met.”

      “You spent a little bit of time with her last night to be nosy about my date. Maybe it kicked in after we left. I know mine is triggered by emotions. If she were an empath or whatever it’s called, maybe she has the same kind of trigger.”

      A dark cloud of emotion passed over Tina’s face and a few angry jabs lashed out in my head. Why is this girl so special? If you wanted a powered girlfriend, you didn’t have to look far. “You want her to be like us, so you can rub it in my face because you found someone,” she snapped, voicing the thoughts she already knew I could hear.

      “Tina, that’s not true.” Is it? There was some deeper connection Marisol and I shared, which almost felt like she knew what I was feeling in the same way I could read her thoughts. And I couldn’t deny it was far easier to be with her than any other girl I’d dated. Even if we were still very new to this whole relationship thing. “I want you to be happy, Tina. And I know the right person is out there for you. Whether he is like us or not. But, it’s not me and I’m fairly sure it’s not Declan, either. You don’t have to have it all figured out by graduation. We have our whole lives ahead of us.”

      My words only served to irritate her more, if the smoke curling from the nearby keyboard was any sign. She crumpled the cup in her hand and flung it at my head. “Stay out of my head, Spencer.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her I hadn’t been in her head but stopped. There was no reasoning with her at the moment. Instead, she stormed out to the hallway and toward the gym. “Where are you going?” I called.

      “To see if your precious girlfriend is one of us.”

      “She’s not even here,” I protested and moved to get in front of her. “You’re pissed off at me. I’m sorry, okay? I shouldn’t have said what I did.”

      “Get out of my way before I move you.”

      It was a comment I would have expected from Declan, not Tina. Speaking of, I hoped he would appear from some hiding spot and talk Tina out of this ridiculous mission. But he didn’t appear, and Tina shoved me aside. I wasn’t sure where she was going until she led me outside and off school grounds. She kept glancing at her phone until we were almost to the center of town. I realized too late Tina was checking a GPS signal. I grabbed the phone out of her hand.

      “Are you tracking her? And you call me a stalker.”

      She didn’t have time to respond before Marisol came into view, jogging with earbuds in her ears. She spotted us, and I waved, praying we didn’t look like we were expecting her. Marisol pulled the earbuds out of her ears and slowed to a walk.

      “Hey,” I greeted.

      “What are you doing here?” Marisol asked. Her tone reflected Tina’s current level of irritation.

      “Walking. What’s it to you?” Tina moved in closer, getting in Marisol’s face.

      “Whoa, let’s calm down,” I said, trying to get in the middle before things could escalate.

      I put a hand on each of their shoulders to keep the distance and their thoughts jumbled in my head. I let go of Tina first and her thoughts receded so all I could hear was Marisol. Without Tina’s to war with, they were loud and clear. Why am I so angry right now? Why are my ears ringing?

      “Do you have a buzzing in your ears?” I asked, looking directly at Marisol. I had a sinking suspicion I knew what it meant.

      “Yeah, how’d you know?”

      “I’ve got it, too. You hear it, Tina?”

      She bit her lower lip. “Yeah. Sorry I got in your face.”

      Marisol blinked. “You were upset about me and Spencer and the possibility we’ll actually work out.”

      Anger clouded Tina’s thoughts and she took off, I felt a ripple of magnetic energy wash over me and watched as the outpouring of Tina’s power made the phone in my pocket grow uncomfortably warm and Marisol dropped hers, the headphone jack sparking. She left it on the ground, her eyes shining with unshed tears.

      I wanted to comfort her but there was a part of me that was terrified I’d impose my will on her again. So, I kept my distance and asked, “Hey, what’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know why I said those things. It was like I could tell she wasn’t happy about you and me being friends or whatever we are. People keep telling me she likes you.”

      “Tina thinks she has a chance with me because of some stuff we’ve gone through, but she’ll only ever be a friend. I am not interested in her.”

      “But how could I know?”

      “Because despite what people say it is hard for guys and girls to be friends without there being sexual tension?” My attempt at a joke fell flat.

      “Not funny.”

      “Sorry. I probably can’t say anything right now to make it less weird.” I skimmed the surface of her thoughts, trying to find something anyway. I came up empty.

      “You must think I am crazy,” she said, finally bending to pick up her phone.

      “Not at all. I understand what you’re going through.” I had to stop myself from telling her the truth.

      “I should also thank you for not thinking I was overreacting with the book.”

      “Are you kidding, I love puzzles.”

      “I like them, too.”

      “File it away in the similarities column.”

      She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Did Tina make any progress on the discs?’

      “No. As she told me this morning, she’s a crazy skilled hacker who has finals. Plus, since you found it in the library, I suspect she is trying to keep it hidden from her mother.”

      “Why? I mean, do you think her mom knows the book was there?”

      “I’ve met Mrs. Boudreau a few times in the last couple years. She’s not what I would describe as the librarian type. She’s more absent-minded scientific genius.”

      “What, you think the library is a cover for like a secret scientific lab?” she said with a small smile.

      It sounded ridiculous the minute the words came out of her mouth. I had to resist the urge to start laughing because I knew it would only push her away. “Well when you put it like that, no. Of course, I don’t think she’s a mad scientist or like a government agent hiding out in plain sight.”

      “Yeah, of course it isn’t true.” Marisol looped her earbuds around her neck and shoved her phone into her pocket. “Do you think it’s okay if I hang around the school for a while?”

      “Sure. If you want to get into the building just head around back to the lunch area. There’s a side door no one checks.”

      “Thanks.”

      She hesitated for a moment before taking off at a jog. If Tina’s little test was correct, and Marisol had powers, I needed to be there while she figured them out. I wanted to keep her safe. I’m not saying she couldn’t defend herself—I suspected she was secretly a badass—but when it came to the power department, Tina, Declan, and I had the experience. Now I had to figure out how to break it to her without coming across as insane.
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      I couldn’t shake the interaction with Tina and Spencer from the morning. He had been understanding about the whole thing, but deep down, I knew something was wrong. Maybe not wrong, but definitely different with me. I spent the morning trying to sort out how I had sensed what Tina was feeling. I didn’t want to admit it, but the experience reminded me of when I’d gone along with Jason in his scheme because I could feel he wanted to impress me.

      I wandered through town, stopping back home to change and grab my laptop. By early afternoon I decided aimless ambling was not the solution. I didn’t want to be around people, but Spencer’s offer to sneak onto school grounds was enticing and I ducked back the way we had gone the other day. I found seat at a table away from everyone and rested my head in my hands. I’d almost found a sense of calm when a shadow fell across the other side of the table. I looked up to find a guy I didn’t know sitting down across from me.

      “Do you mind not sitting there? I kind of want to be alone,” I muttered.

      He ignored me and settled in, staring at me intently. “You’re Sorano’s new girl.”

      “I am nobody’s girl. And why is it your business?”

      He held his big, beefy hands up in a placating gesture. “I didn’t mean it in a possessive way. I’m kind of a friend of his.”

      I grit my teeth. “He has a lot of those. Friends who are overly invested in his personal life.”

      “I guess I want to see him happy. Everybody deserves happiness, you know.”

      “I do.”

      He laced his fingers together, twisting until his knuckles popped. He glanced over his shoulder before leaning across the table. “I hate admitting it and if you tell him I said this I’ll deny it, but he and I aren’t so different. I mean sure he’s kind of a nerd but he’s good people and I know he’s always got my back. There aren’t many people I’d trust with my life. I’m not really good with expressing stuff.” He raked his fingers through his short hair. “I guess what I’m trying to say is he may be a little weird but give him a shot. If he can make it work, there’s hope for all of us.”

      Why are his friends so concerned with if he can make it in a relationship? “I’ll keep it in mind.” I worried my lower lip as I studied him. “What do you want?”

      “I’m also friends with Tina. She can be overbearing and pushy. Ignore her. And, honestly, I hope you two work out.” He drummed his hands on the table and pushed his chair back. “I’ll leave you alone.”

      “Wait, uh …”

      “Declan.”

      “Right. I got this same vibe off Tina earlier, like she feels like if Spencer can make it, so can she. Well, actually it felt more like she’s jealous of him. Anyway, Spencer also told me something happened to him … he went through something when high school started. Does this have anything to do with what he went through?”

      Declan stopped in his tracks, rubbing his thick fingers over his mouth, contemplating his answer. “Yeah. It’s kind of something all three of us went through. I can’t say anything more about it. If he hasn’t told you, there’s a good reason for it. I should go.”

      I’d intended to let Spencer share his secret with me in his own time, but Declan’s admission piqued my curiosity. It had been a strange conversation but whatever had happened to them had bonded them at a level I’d never experienced before.

      The end of lunch bell buzzed overhead, and other students trickled into the building. I had no idea if school security checked to make sure people didn’t skip class, so I followed them, taking a guess until I found the library. I smiled to myself in amusement. In all my time in school I had never spent this much time in libraries.

      Still, this could afford me some time to do more research on the book. My earlier searches having turned up nothing, I tried a different approach. I navigated to the Information page on the public library’s website where it had the hours of operation and a brief blurb and photo of Tina’s mother. I studied the picture and I could see Tina’s round face and nose, but the resemblance stopped there. The blurb said her mother, Helena Boudreau, took over as the chair of the Board of Directors for the library seventeen years ago. Something else about the woman bothered me but I couldn’t quite place it.

      “Hey.” Spencer appeared from around the corner of the nearby bookshelf.

      I looked up from the computer screen. “How did you find me?”

      He stopped short of the table. “I ran into Declan who said he saw you outside. I took a guess you might hang around and the library is the safest hiding spot for someone who technically isn’t supposed to be here. If you want to be by yourself, I can go.”

      I shook my head. “No, you can stay.”

      Spencer was still apprehensive as he perched on the edge of the chair opposite me. I closed the computer so there were no distractions between us. “No offense, but your friends are kind of nosy,” I commented.

      “Believe me, I know.” He studied the faux wood grain on the table, clearly trying to figure out how to say what came next. “There’s something you need to know. Tina and Declan would kill me if they knew I told you but … I can’t keep this from you. Not anymore.”

      “Is this about what you went through when you started high school?”

      “Yes,” his voice cracked at the end of the word.

      I dragged the chair around to sit beside him and took his hands in mine. “If you aren’t ready, you don’t have to let me in. I can be patient.”

      He let out a nervous laugh. “Part of me wants to keep it hidden forever. Part of you wants that, too. Keep the mystery alive. But you being in the dark is dangerous.”

      How does he know that? “What do you mean, dangerous?”

      Spencer swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. “This is going to sound absolutely insane but hear me out. Tina, Declan, and I are different. We have these … abilities. Like superpowers. And I’m pretty sure you do, too.”

      I waited for the punchline, for him to admit this was a stupid prank his friends put him up to, but the look on his face told me this was no joke. Deep inside I felt his sincerity.

      “You’re telling the truth. So, what? You’re like the X-Men?”

      “Kind of. We have no idea where these powers came from. Tina’s been trying to figure it out since we discovered them. So far she’s come up empty.”

      “What can you do?”

      He sighed. “I can read minds. I don’t do it to invade people’s privacy. Usually, I hear people in distress.”

      His username suddenly made so much sense and I let out a giggle. “You’ve been trying to tell me that since we started messaging. Your username says it all.”

      “Actually, I made that username before my powers manifested. As you know, I’m kind of a Patrick Stewart fanboy.”

      “Oh, I remember,” I said, sobering up. “Tell what I’m thinking right now.” I tried to focus on something that would be nearly impossible to guess unless he was telling the truth.

      Spencer looked up a half smile on his lips. “The first pet your dad bought you after your mom died was a goldfish when you were four. You named it Flounder after the fish in the Little Mermaid.”

      My mouth hung open. “Oh … shit.”

      “Welcome to my world.”

      “How did you learn you could do this? Do your parents know?”

      “It happened when I hit puberty. Suddenly, I could hear people in my head. No, my parents don’t know. And you can’t tell your dad.”

      “Why not? If this is happening to me shouldn’t he know? Maybe he can help.”

      “Help how? What could he do?”

      “I don’t know. Control it? Get rid of it?”

      “I don’t think it’s something you can get rid of,” he said, his voice falling to a hush.

      “How do you know?” I pressed.

      “I don’t. But it feels like it’s always been a part of me. Something I can’t change. Like the color of my skin or my eyes.”

      “What if I don’t want to read minds?” I countered.

      “I think your power’s different. Earlier, with Tina, you picked up on what she was feeling right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you said when that thing happened with Jason you said you felt like you wanted to make him happy.”

      “What are you saying?” I had an idea, but I wanted to hear him say it out loud.

      “Maybe you can feel what people feel. Like … empathy.”

      His words made sense, but I didn’t want this power. What had I done to deserve this burden? Without warning, emotions crashed over me like a tidal wave. Spencer’s relief at telling me, mixed with anxiety about my reaction, and fear about what his friends would say when they found out. There was also an undercurrent of worry as if he’d ruined things between us and would never find the right girl.

      “Whoa.”

      His smile faded. “You can feel I’m right.” He scooted back a little. “And I’m completely overwhelming you right now.”

      “I don’t know what to do with this information.” I laid my head in my arms and took slow breaths.

      “I can leave you alone,” he said.

      I felt his leg brush mine as he stood up. “No, please stay,” I whispered.

      “I’m hurting you. I can see it.”

      I looked at him. “You can show me how to control it. Besides, you’re wrong.”

      “About what?”

      “This doesn’t ruin what we have. Whatever is happening, we have a connection. Maybe it’s these powers or maybe it’s that we really do fit together.”

      Relief washed over him, and he sunk back into the chair. “I’d say you have no idea how I feel, but I’d be lying.”

      I balled my hands into tight fists to try and keep the emotions at bay. It didn’t work. Without a word, Spencer slipped one finger beneath my chin and lifted my head, so our eyes met. I looked at him, committing every contour to memory.

      “Breathe,” he murmured.

      Inhale. Exhale.

      With each exhale his torrent of emotions ebbed from the forefront of my mind until my feelings remained. They were no less complex, but I could sense they were mine.

      “Better?” He had to know the answer, but I appreciated the pretense.

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      “What can Tina and Declan do?”

      “I think it’s better if I let them tell you. Go down to the basement after classes are out. There’s an unused computer lab. It’s kind of our base of operations. I promise we’ll explain everything then.”

      “I’ll be there.” I leaned over and hugged Spencer. A momentary spike of longing passed between us, but it faded as he pulled away and left me to come to terms with the fact that we were both living in a comic book.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          

      

    

    







            Spencer

          

        

      

    

    
      Tina may still be pissed at me, but Marisol knew the truth, and she hadn’t pushed me away. The fact she had abilities like the rest of us was icing on the cake. Our powers complimented one another, and I could share all of myself with her now. No more hiding. Except you weren’t completely honest with her. I tried to rationalize I didn’t need to tell her about the ability to control people. I wasn’t sure that’s what happened anyway.

      The basement hallways were nearly empty by the time I raced through them at the end of school bell and grabbed the chair that was likely developing a permanent imprint of my ass in the computer lab. Declan sauntered in through the hallway entrance, hands stuffed into the pockets of his jeans.

      “You work things out?” he asked, not making eye contact.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “Good.”

      My stomach started twisting in nervous knots as the clock ticked on. Every second Marisol didn’t appear was another moment I worried she had been putting on a brave face for me and I’d never see her again. Finally, Marisol appeared.

      “So, this is mission control?” she asked.

      Declan paled. Sweat popped out along my hairline.

      “You told her?” Tina’s voice rang out from the hallway.

      All three of us turned to look at the blue-haired hacker. She stepped into the room, the door slamming behind her, and she marched to her usual spot. She kicked my chair for good measure.

      “Only about what I can do,” I answered.

      Tina appraised Marisol who stood in the middle of the room, backpack slung over one shoulder. I held my breath waiting for our tech guru’s assessment.

      “I’m not your competition,” Marisol said.

      “Whatever,” Tina mumbled.

      “You clearly have some sort of system going and I don’t want to get in the middle of that. But, if I … we all have these powers, I want to know why.”

      “And what exactly is it you think you can do?” Tina snapped.

      “I can feel what people feel. Like an empath. I know Spencer said his started in puberty. I guess that’s when I really started feeling things. But I didn’t grow up here. How could I have these powers, too?”

      “Tina thinks there are others out there with powers,” Declan interjected.

      Tina looked at me. I heard the question in my head. “Can we trust her?”

      I nodded. “We have to stick together. Now more than ever.”

      “Why exactly?” This was the chattiest Declan had been in a while.

      “Because I think someone is after Marisol.” I looked at her, “your ex. He has to be here for a reason. And now, when you found those discs. It isn’t a coincidence.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic, Spence,” Tina said.

      “You weren’t there. I don’t think I’ve ever felt more terrified,” Marisol said, sinking into one of the vacant chairs to my right.

      “What’d this guy do to you?” Of course, Tina’s interest would spike at the tragedy of others. One more thing to make her feel more important.

      “I … don’t want to talk about it. It’s a part of my life I wanted to leave behind me. He’s not supposed to be able to find me.”

      “Well, have you seen him again?”

      “No, but I have to believe he’s still out there.”

      “If he’s after Marisol, that means he could be coming after all of us,” I commented.

      An uncomfortable silence fell over the room. No one made eye contact.

      “So, what exactly do you do with your abilities?” Marisol finally asked.

      “We save people. It’s why I took off the other day,” I admitted.

      “You go out there and fight bad guys? Wouldn’t everyone know about you?”

      Declan reached into his bag and pulled out his mask. “Not if they don’t see us. Course, it only works if some people don’t go around exposing themselves.”

      “A little girl had nearly been kidnapped and two guys in masks show up. How else was I supposed to calm her down?” I argued.

      “Not the point, boys,” Tina interrupted. “We have a functioning unit. We decided to put what we could do to good use.”

      “I want to help.”

      “We don’t need your particular skillset in the field. Not when we’ve got Spencer as our human homing beacon and Declan is our muscle with hands of steel. And I coordinate things from here.”

      “And what exactly is it you can do?”

      Tina held out a hand and the nearby mouse leapt into the air. I rolled my eyes. “Just think of her like Magneto with a less tragic past.”

      “Got it,” she said.

      I eyed Tina. “I can hear people, but I don’t know why they feel what they do. Marisol would help calm people down.”

      A part of me wanted Marisol out of harm’s way. Safe with Tina behind a computer screen and away from scary men with guns. And ex-boyfriends with creepy neck tattoos. But it wasn’t my right to bench her. If she wanted to join the fight, well we could use the help.

      “You don’t know how to control your powers. You’d be a liability. Besides, I thought you were on some sort of treasure hunt with that book,” Tina scoffed.

      “I am.” Something dawned in her brain, but it was there and gone too fast for me to catch it. “Does your mother ever use a nickname?”

      “What?” Declan, Tina, and I chorused in unison.

      Marisol pulled the book from the front flap of her bag and opened it to the title page with the inscription. “The person who was given this book, what if “Lena” is a nickname or a shortening of a longer name.”

      “Longer name like what?” Tina sounded nervous.

      “Helena.”

      “Where’d you come up with Helena?” Declan interjected.

      “Her mother.” Marisol gestured to Tina with the book. “I was looking on the library website and I noticed her name is Helena. Lena could have been a pet name for whoever gave this to her. And isn’t it strange she took over managing the library not long before Tina came along?”

      “Why would my mother have some genetics book?” Tina scoffed.

      “You could ask her,” Marisol suggested.

      “God forbid you actually engage with her,” I snickered, earning myself a smack to the arm.

      “My mother is a lame town bureaucrat. There’s not an interesting bone in her body.”

      “How would you know? You never went looking,” I reminded her.

      Tina rolled her eyes. “Okay, say you’re right and this was my mother’s. Why would she keep it somewhere people could easily find it?”

      Marisol and I exchanged a glance. “We think someone who works at the library knew it was there. You had me get the books out of the return. Who usually gets them?”

      “I don’t know. Probably Henry.”

      “Why don’t we split up and do a little digging,” I said, hoping to stop Tina from lashing out.

      “Let me guess, you and Marisol team up,” Tina drawled.

      While I wouldn’t say no to alone time, it wasn’t the best division of resources. This mystery was getting more complicated and it needed all of us to untangle. “Actually, I was thinking you and Marisol go to the library and look around. See if there’s anything out of place. Talk to Henry and see if you can find out anything from your mom.”

      “And what will you be doing?” Tina glared at me.

      Marisol’s comment about Mrs. Boudreau’s management of the library stuck in my mind. Sure, there were plenty of places and statues in town dedicated to our founders. I’d always assumed the library had been there and changed hands. But, what if it hadn’t? “Declan and I are going to Town Hall to do some digging of our own.”

      “We are?”

      “Yes. Now, we should meet back at the library in a couple hours and see what we’ve discovered.”

      Tina gaped at me. She was not used to being given orders. Well, she could suck it up because I wasn’t going to let anything else happen to Marisol. I pushed back from the row of computers and looped my backpack over both shoulders. I started for the hallway exit, waiting for Declan to fall into step. He trailed behind me until we were out of the room and down the hall, so our voices wouldn’t carry.

      “When did you grow a pair, Sorano?”

      “I guess I’ve never had something to fight for.”

      “I know I should be offended but, I’m not.”

      “You and Tina are great. But we aren’t friends. Not really. We didn’t choose to hang out together because we like each other. Tina forced us into this little collective.”

      “You chose to stay and so did I. We could have walked away any time.”

      I didn’t respond. This wasn’t an argument I was going to win. We stopped at stairwell leading up to the first floor and our way out of the building.

      “So, where are we going?”

      “Better not to say, in case someone is listening.”

      “I thought head hopping was your trick.”

      Me too, but the fact that Marisol had abilities, too made me realize that if something had made me this way, nothing said it hadn’t done the same to someone else.

      “Trust me, okay?”

      For his part, Declan kept his mouth shut until we were outside of the school, well away from our peers, and what I hoped was prying telepaths. I didn’t like the fact there could be someone out there with a power like mine who used it to harm rather than help. The realization was however, ironic. To the point I started laughing hysterically as we crossed Decanter Road.

      “Are you having some kind of emo episode?” Declan asked.

      I stopped to wipe tears from my eyes. “You know, if there are evil versions of us out there somewhere, our lives are more like a comic book than I thought.”

      My steel-handed partner-in-crime fighting considered my statement and rolled his eyes. “You’re a weird kid, Sorano.”

      “I let my nerd flag fly, my friend.”

      Having regained my composure, I led him down Decanter, hooked a left on Rosewood and before he had time to ask any more questions—or disparage my nerd cred—we’d arrived at our destination: Town Hall.

      “What could we possibly find here?” Declan protested as I shouldered through the massive double doors at the front entrance.

      “I have a hunch and I want to see if I’m right.”

      “I’m going to need more information.”

      I waved him onward down two flights of steps to the basement and the building permit office. The clerk at the front desk eyed us warily upon approach. Her gray hair hung around her face in loose curls.

      “Can I help you?” Her nasally tone made my ears hurt. The slight downturn of her lips and the smudges under her eyes told me she didn’t want to help us.

      “We were hoping to look at some old town building records. It’s for a school project.” I leaned over the desk, glanced back at Declan, and whispered, “It’s due in two days and my friend here is kind of a procrastinator.”

      She looked over my shoulder at Declan, back to me, and said, “Records are not to be taken from the office. If you have to make copies, they are twenty-five cents per page. We close at five o’clock.”

      “Thank you,” I said with a grin before dragging Declan inside.

      “What did you tell her?”

      “What she needed to hear to let us in. Come on, we don’t have a lot of time. We need to find any building permits or blueprints for the library.”

      Easier said than done. The filing system was less of a system and more of a loosely affiliated hodgepodge. The drawers had faded dates handwritten on older labels, but there were huge gaps. By quarter of five, we’d opened half of the drawers and hadn’t found anything.

      “Why couldn’t your power be finding shit,” Declan groaned, slamming a file cabinet shut, leaving a Declan shaped handprint on the metal.

      “I hope you’ve found what—” the clerk stopped and surveyed our disarray of files. “What in heaven’s name are you doing back here?”

      “Trying to find information for a project. We uh, haven’t figured out the filing system. Could you help us, Gladys?” I pulled her name from the surface of her thoughts. I put a little effort in, hoping I could sway her into making our search more fruitful.

      Her bored demeanor brightened as the downturn of her lips twitched into the beginning of a smile. “What are you looking for?”

      “Well, we wanted to find out about the library. Like, how long it’s been there and maybe what was there before.”

      Declan glowered at the useless files strewn around us. Gladys gave him another look before she gestured for me to follow her to the back of the room. She eased open the middle drawer on a cabinet with no label.

      “Your friend doesn’t talk much, does he?” she observed.

      “I think he’s anxious to get this done what with graduation around the corner.”

      “Maybe he should put in a little effort himself,” she said loudly enough for her voice to carry. “Not right letting you do all the work,” she muttered.

      I hate you right now.

      I flipped Declan off behind Gladys’s back. “So, have you worked here long?”

      “Since ’74,” she answered proudly. She pulled out a thick file. “Here is everything we have on the plot where the library currently sits. This has all the deeds, architectural blueprints, and purchase and sale agreements. Is this what you were looking for?”

      “Yes. Thank you!”

      She tapped the oversized watch on her wrist. “Remember boys, we close at five o’clock.”

      I followed her out to the doorway, so Declan couldn’t hear us. “I actually had one other thing I was really hoping you could help me find.”

      “What is it? I’ll see what I can do,” she said, nice and compliant.

      “Do you know if birth records are kept here?”

      “They’re two floors up. Are you looking for someone in particular?”

      I pulled a scrap of paper from my bag and scribbled Tina’s name on it. “I would really appreciate it if you could help me find her birth certificate.” I leaned in closer. “It’s kind of a graduation present for another friend.”

      Gladys took the paper and marched off. I waited until she’d left the room before taking out my phone and pulling up the camera app. I thrust the file at Declan. “Help me.”

      Together, we hastily snapped photos of every piece of paper in the folder. We could worry about sorting through it when we met back up with Tina and Marisol. I set the folder back in the cabinet at the back of the room and we strolled out of the office as my phone’s clock ticked over to five o’clock. Gladys was already gone, the shade pulled on the window at the front desk but there was an envelope with the slip of paper I’d given her sticking out on the counter. I slipped it into my bag while Declan wasn’t looking.

      “That was weird, right?” Declan said as we started toward the library.

      “I can’t imagine why they’d keep it in an unmarked cabinet in the back. There is definitely something going on. I hope the girls have some luck with Henry and Mrs. Boudreau.”
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      Being alone with Tina wasn’t my idea of a fun or successful afternoon. No matter what Spencer said, it was clear she saw me as a threat. I wanted to show her she didn’t have to worry but was at a loss for how to do so. We sat in the computer lab for a good ten minutes after the boys left staring at each other.

      “Should we go?” I prompted. The sooner we got it over with, the sooner we could move forward. Plus, I had a scheduled shift at the library, and I wasn’t going to be late and risk getting fired on day three because Tina couldn’t make up her mind.

      “I like Spencer, but he doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” she muttered in response. Still, she gathered her bag and we headed out.

      “Why are you so sure your mother doesn’t have anything to do with this?”

      “Like I said, she doesn’t have an interesting bone in her body. She can’t be involved in all of this.”

      I hadn’t meant to invade her emotions but the overwhelming fear and hurt hit me, almost like a physical force, and I staggered sideways. “You’re scared it’s true and you don’t understand why she would keep it a secret. Or why or how she could do this to her own child,” I blurted before considering whether my words would stoke her ill temper.

      She stopped and rounded on me. “I’m going to tell you the same thing I tell Spencer. Stay out of my head.”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t control it. And, your feelings aren’t wrong. I’d be scared in your position. But you aren’t going into this alone. We don’t know each other, but I think we can both agree this affects us all.”

      Tina ran her fingers through the darker strands of hair around her face. “I see it now. Why you and Spencer fit. You’re like a female version of him.”

      I didn’t have to be able to sense her emotions to hear the dig at our budding relationship. My brain registered it for the snarky comment it was meant to be, but I could still see the hurt on her face. “I get it now, too. Why you and Declan were hoping things would work, and why you were so intent on butting in on his life. You were clinging to the hope there were people out there for the two of you, too.”

      “We’re different. I haven’t found proof yet, but I know it deep inside that whatever makes us this way isn’t something superficial.”

      I didn’t doubt her statement. I could also hear the edge of frustration in her words. Spencer had mentioned Tina was still hunting down their—our—origin. If I had been searching for four years and come up with nothing, I would be frustrated, too.

      Silence fell between us as we walked through the heart of town. We passed the Sorano’s restaurant and I smiled. I spotted Spencer’s mother—he looked so much like her with his complexion and eye color—through the front windows, chatting with the late lunch crowd, no sign of notepad or pen for orders. It must be nice to know her customers so well she didn’t need to write down what they wanted.

      “I’m not sure she’s going to be there,” Tina’s voice interrupted my thoughts.

      “It’s worth a try.” Her bad mood and doubts were rubbing off on me.

      I stopped outside the front of the library and took slow, steady breaths. Moment by moment Tina’s worries and irritation at me intruding on her carefully curated sphere of super-powered friends melted away and I was left with my own feelings of excitement. I’d found a way to belong here and I shared a connection with a boy in a way I never thought possible. There was still one thought that tried to put a damper on all of this: Were we literally made for each other?

      I tried to push those doubts away as we headed inside. To my surprise no one manned the circulation desk. Tina appeared uninclined to complete our task as she settled in behind the circulation desk.

      “You coming?” she asked when I stood immobile.

      “I’m pretty sure she’s not hiding back there,” I quipped.

      “No, which is why we should be.”

      “I get you aren’t interested in answers but avoiding the confrontation won’t make it any better.”

      She rolled her eyes at me again. “I need an internet connection to hack her schedule. Duh.”

      “Oh.”

      I joined Tina behind the counter and kept an eye on the patrons milling about. Thankfully, they were sparse, and none needed our services, so I could huddle beside her tablet as she clicked through browser windows until she came up with her mother’s schedule.

      Which was booked solid all week with back-to-back meetings.

      “I didn’t realize running a library was so time-consuming,” I said.

      “It isn’t,” Tina answered and navigated away from the calendar to a list of town meetings on the Town Hall website. “See, half of these boards and committees aren’t even meeting until next month.”

      “Why would she have all of these on her calendar then?”

      Tina clicked on one of the meetings. “She didn’t put them in. See, H. St. Pierre.”

      “Maybe he got the dates wrong?” I suggested.

      “Or he’s covering for her.”

      It made sense if she in fact was trying to hide something. “Maybe she has a second calendar somewhere?”

      She licked her lips and closed out of the programs and opened a black prompt window. Her fingers flew over the keys as she input lines of code I couldn’t begin to understand. I briefly wondered if Spencer understood it by reading her thoughts or if it came off as techno babble.

      “You two shouldn’t be back here,” Henry said from behind us, making Tina and I both jump out of our seats.

      Tina swiveled in her chair to block the computer monitor. “We work here, too, genius.”

      He tapped a clipboard and gave us a smile that came off as condescending. “And I make the schedule, Tina. Neither of you are on it for right now.”

      “I thought maybe I could pick up a few extra hours and Tina was just trying to help,” I fibbed.

      “You should have talked to me about that.”

      “Whatever, control freak. Anyway, I was trying to see if my mother would actually be home for dinner. You know, that thing parents do with their children?” Tina interrupted.

      He shook his head. “I can check her calendar for you.”

      “Why do you run her calendar?” Tina pressed.

      “Because she asked me to.” He logged on to the desktop computer and pulled up the schedule we had already found. “Sorry, Tina. It looks like she’s got meetings ‘til late tonight.”

      “Typical,” Tina muttered and scooped up her tablet and dragged me by the arm away from the desk and back to a study room.

      “Do you get the feeling he’s not telling us something,” I asked.

      “Henry is a suck up, but he’s not some evil psychopath.”

      We sat down at the table and Tina looked at her screen. “Well, damn,” she breathed.

      I craned my neck to see over her shoulder. There was a calendar under the name H. Kirkpatrick with tiny flagged events associated with lab rooms, including some sort of meeting in Room 804 until five-fifteen.

      “How did you find this?” I whispered.

      “Because I’m an excellent hacker. And my skills know no bounds.”

      I wanted to point out her inflated sense of ego, but kept my mouth shut. I wasn’t in her good graces as it was and getting there was more important than deflating her bigheadedness.

      “So, what do we do now?”

      She spun to face me. “We wait.”

      Her intense gaze made my skin crawl and I pushed my chair away from her so there was distance between us. She propped one elbow on the desk and continued to watch me.

      “What?” I finally asked.

      “I’m trying to figure you out, Ms. Feels-a-Lot.”

      “There’s not much to figure out. Like you guys, I didn’t ask for this. But, if I’ve got it, I want to use it for good. I’m not sure how but we’ll figure it out.”

      “Fine, whatever, you want to be useful. What I don’t understand is why is someone out there targeting you?”

      “I’m just lucky, I guess.”

      “What did this ex of yours really do to you?”

      I squirmed under her gaze. “I told you, I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “He’s coming after you which means he could be coming after all of us.”

      “I sent him to jail, okay. He robbed someone, and I was in the car. I went to the police about it and I got probation. He got six months in lock up. He should still be there. I don’t know how he got out or how he found me. Happy now?”

      “I never pictured you as the life of crime type.”

      “I’m not. To be honest, I was never that into Jason, but he was into me. Looking back at it, I think maybe I was feeling his emotions and giving in to them.” Like I had with Spencer the other night?

      “It’s put Spencer in white knight mode.”

      “You may not want to admit it, but you do care about him a lot. Earlier, it felt like you were jealous.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      Tina seemed the type of person who could cover up her true feelings easily. Like she’d been building up a protective layer around herself all her life. The emotions I’d gotten from her were strong and took little effort to read. But now, when I tried to focus on it and do it intentionally, I met resistance.

      Electricity crackled in the air, making the hairs on my arms to stand on end. “I told you to stay out of my head.”

      “Maybe if you weren’t so closed off, you’d be happier,” I muttered.

      “Don’t judge me. You don’t know a damn thing about me.”

      “You’re right. I don’t and therein lies the problem. We’re in this,” —I spread my hands and gestured at the space between us— “whatever this is, together and we should know enough about each other to trust one another.”

      “I’m not the sleepover, braid each other’s hair type. Sorry.”

      “You don’t spend a lot of time with your mother, do you?” I prodded. The way she’d reacted to the full schedule spoke volumes.

      “I figured that was obvious.”

      “What about your father?”

      “Never met the man. I guess he took off before I was born. Feels nice to be wanted, huh?”

      “I’m sorry.” I resisted the urge to put a reassuring hand on her arm. “I lost my mother when I was young. It’s been me and Papi for as long as I can remember.”

      “We’re nothing alike.”

      Before I could respond, Tina’s phone buzzed with an incoming text message. She didn’t bother to tell me who it was from as she tapped out a rapid-fire response. Two minutes later, Spencer and Declan appeared in the doorway empty-handed. That couldn’t be a good sign.

      “Please tell me you found something,” Tina said.
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      The four of us crammed into the study room, crowding around Tina’s tablet. I fished a spare phone cable from the depths of my backpack and plugged it in, transferring the photos of the library files. I caught Marisol’s eye and heard her thoughts as if she had whispered them in my ear.

      “She doesn’t trust me. I want to help. Can you make her understand?”

      If only I could. The tablet let out a soft ‘ping’ letting us know the files had transferred over. “So, what did you two find out from Mrs. Boudreau?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Tina answered, pulling the tablet to her, and flicking through photos.

      “What made you think of the architectural blueprints and deeds?” Marisol asked, leaning on the back of one of the wooden chairs.

      “This town isn’t huge. Most of what’s been around, has been the same for decades. Long before some of our families were here. But the library is the biggest place in town. What if it used to be something else?” I explained.

      “It might still be something else,” Tina announced.

      The three of us crowded in around her as she enlarged a blueprint of the building dated from the late 1970s. It wasn’t labeled as a public library at all. In fact, it appeared to be a subterranean facility.

      “Who owned the building,” I said, pressing my finger to the touch screen, and scrolling backward. I thought I remembered seeing the deed before the schematics.

      “Hands off the tech,” Tina snapped.

      I backed off and let her work, preferring to keep full use of all ten fingers. The images passed too quickly for me to make sense of the information but somehow Tina could. She’d never explained how but her powers sometimes gave her the ability to absorb information faster than most people.

      “According to the deed, it belonged to a company called Kirkpatrick Industries, Incorporated.”

      “Kirkpatrick, like the calendar you found,” Marisol said.

      “Who is Kirkpatrick?” Declan interjected.

      I didn’t mean to overhear Tina’s thoughts, but they screamed for my attention. “This isn’t the first time I’ve seen that name.”

      “Tina, what aren’t you telling us?” I prodded.

      She spun in the chair and glared at me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Bullshit. You’ve heard the name Kirkpatrick before. Where?”

      Her cheeks burned red and for the first time, she looked embarrassed. “On one of the discs. The first one I tried wiped itself when I tried to unlock the encryption. But I found bits and pieces. Kirkpatrick Industries, Incorporated was mentioned a few times.”

      “Did you know all of that when you told me you couldn’t unlock them?” I pressed.

      Unshed tears glistened in her eyes. “I didn’t want to disappoint you, okay? Besides, I think I may have been the reason the disc wiped.”

      “What do you mean,” Marisol asked.

      “I got a little excited and I think I demagnetized it. I screwed up.”

      “No one’s perfect,” Declan said from Tina’s other side. He laid a hand on her shoulder and squeezed it gently.

      She wiped at her eyes. “I’m supposed to be the computer whiz. This isn’t supposed to happen to me.”

      “We’re not mad at you, Tina. Now, where else did you two see the name Kirkpatrick?” I pressed.

      “Tina found a hidden calendar in her mother’s account under the name H. Kirkpatrick,” Marisol answered.

      “It said she’s in a meeting in someplace called Room 804. Right there,” Tina said, pointing to one of the blocked off rooms on the schematic.

      For all my geography skills, I had no concept of where the room was in relation to where we were or if it still existed beneath the current library layout. “Any idea how we’re supposed to find it?”

      “Overlay a current floorplan with this one,” Declan suggested. He was occasionally full of useful ideas.

      “Great in theory but we don’t have the actual blueprints and the paper we have here isn’t big enough to get an accurate representation. Plus, Town Hall is closed for the day,” I pointed out.

      “They’ll never know we were there,” Tina replied, her confidence returning.

      “Tina, we don’t break the law. We help people.”

      “And now it’s time to help ourselves. You two go in and get the blueprints and we’ll keep watch.” She eyed Marisol, “it’ll give us more time to bond. Besides, this wouldn’t be your first felony.”

      I didn’t like Tina taking a jab at Marisol’s past. “Or, we wait until your mother comes up here and we ask her to explain what is going on,” Marisol replied.

      “I like my plan better. And in case you missed it, I run things around here.”

      Her jab was directed at me. “You don’t have to be in charge, Tina. And, I am not a fan of breaking and entering. How about we try to talk to your mom and if nothing pans out, we can try to get the blueprints.”

      “Fine,” she huffed. “But I’m telling you now, it’s not going to work.”

      Discussion over. Declan led the way back to the circulation area. Marisol fell into step beside me. “Does the Town Hall have birth records?”

      Had she been able to read my guilt about digging into Tina’s past? “Uh, maybe. Why?”

      “It’s probably nothing but, if I’m right and Lena is Tina’s mother, maybe the initials are her father. If we could see her birth certificate, we’d know.”

      I didn’t want to admit I’d already turned over that stone. The answer was burning a hole in the bottom of my bag. Still, Tina’s world could be turned on its head in a matter of hours. She didn’t need the stress of finding out her father was involved, too. “If we’re right about her mom, Tina’s going to have a lot to deal with. I don’t think we should push her.”

      Marisol nodded and pursed her lips. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I guess I was pushing some of my own feelings onto her. If I had a chance to find out my mother was still around, I would jump at the chance.”

      “Come on, let’s make sure Tina doesn’t botch this for the sake of some light breaking and entering,” I said, and we picked up the pace.

      We rounded the stacks to find Tina and Declan whispering conspiratorially by the circulation desk. Henry was busy reading something and ignoring them. Though, I thought I caught him glancing at Declan once or twice. I didn’t bother invading their minds because I could tell from their body language, they were still unsure of whether to include Marisol.

      “Should we wait in your mom’s office or something?” I suggested.

      On cue, Mrs. Boudreau appeared from the far end of the library near the always ominous Restricted sign. It reminded me of Harry Potter, and not in a good way. Henry set his reading materials down and made eye contact with her.

      “Christina, what is it? I only have a few minutes before my next meeting.” Her mother barely glanced up from the phone in her hand.

      “We needed to talk to you,” Tina’s voice shook.

      Did Henry give her a heads up? I zeroed in on her mother, trying to get into her mind and see if I could be a human lie detector for Tina.

      “If it’s about the hours, you know I don’t deal with scheduling.”

      “It’s not.” Tina turned and waved at Marisol, miming pulling something from a bag.

      Marisol retrieved the book and handed it over. Tina’s hands were steadier than I’d expected as she opened the front page and held it out for her mother to see.

      “This is you, isn’t it?”

      I closed my eyes and listened, praying I’d catch some snippet of acknowledgement. Static crackled in my head instead, and my eyes watered.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Tina took two big steps forward until there was barely any space between her and her mother. “Yes, you do. This is you. You’re Lena. Admit it. What did you do to me?”

      Her mother looked from the book to Tina’s face and said, “I don’t know what this is about. I don’t have time for your hysteria.”

      Declan, Marisol, and I clearly weren’t worth addressing because she strode off back the way she’d come. Removing my glasses, I rubbed at my eyes and waited for the blurriness and the dull ache directly behind the bridge of my nose to pass. When my vision cleared, I looked at Henry who had quickly turned his attention back to his reading.

      “She’s lying,” Tina muttered.

      “I couldn’t get anything from her.’

      “So, I guess this means we’re committing a few felonies,” Declan said and cracked his knuckles.
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      “This is a bad idea,” I voiced again as we made our way to the back of Town Hall. On the way over, it had become clear the girls had no intention of staying behind. Tina had donned a hoodie to hide her bright blue hair while Declan and I were in our usual town-saving gear. Marisol had donned a knit cap but it did little to obscure her face.

      Don’t let her get caught.

      “It’s our best chance,” Tina replied and bent to study the keypad lock.

      Declan shouldered his way past me and put a gloved hand—he wasn’t completely clueless—on the door handle. “I got this.”

      “No! If you force it open, it trips the security system. We are trying to avoid getting caught, remember?”

      “Not everything can be hacked,” he argued.

      “Watch me.”

      Like in the study room, we crowded around her as she pulled out a USB cable and tablet and pulled up a program. Numbers flashed rapid-fire on the screen like a slot machine until each spot was filled. Tina keyed in the code, the pad lit up with a green light, and the door clicked.

      “That is only supposed to work in the movies,” Declan muttered.

      “They had to get it from somewhere,” Tina answered and gestured for him to go in.

      We filed in, in single file and found ourselves one level above where we needed to be. I took the lead and we marched down the stairs and into the hallway. I spotted Gladys’s closed desk.

      The door leading to the records had no electronic lock to be hacked, but the door was firmly secured when I tried the knob.

      “I got this,” Marisol said, pulling a couple of hairpins from her head and kneeling in front of the door.

      “Seriously?”

      She flashed me a sad smile. “I picked up a few tricks that aren’t exactly legal.

      She fiddled with the lock until it, too, clicked open. I kept glancing over my shoulder, a sense of foreboding crawling up my spine. This was not a good idea, and though I couldn’t hear any thoughts besides our group of four, I knew we weren’t alone.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I whispered.

      Tina stayed near the front of the office space and I led Marisol and Declan back through the haphazard filing cabinets to the unmarked one in the back. I prayed it wouldn’t make too much noise or betray our presence.

      My prayer went unanswered. The metal squeaked as I pulled open the drawer and maybe it was my nerves, but the rustling papers and file folders echoed too loud in my ears. I found the file where I’d stashed it and we moved back to the middle of the room. I turned on my phone’s flashlight as we flipped through the pages. The actual blueprints weren’t in the file, only the smaller paper copy we’d already seen.

      “You almost done in there?” Tina called out in a stage whisper.

      “The original prints aren’t here,” Declan replied.

      “There’s some sort of reference number,” Marisol said, tapping the top right corner of one of the copies.

      I held the corner of the page up to the LED light and tried to commit the number to memory. I did a quick three-sixty in the middle of the room but none of the file cabinets had anything close to the number on it.

      “I don’t see where it could be,” I whispered, panic starting to churn my stomach contents.

      “You need to move your asses. I don’t think we’re alone.” Tina reappeared in the room with us.

      No one got the chance to respond because the door whined on its hinges as it closed and Marisol’s ex-boyfriend, Jason, appeared. Instinctively, I put myself between him and Marisol. His thoughts were white noise, like before, and my vision started to blur. Tina spun around and backpedaled, bumping into me. Her fingers grasped for my free hand.

      “It’s him,” Marisol rasped.

      “You might have mentioned he looked like a serial killer,” Tina hissed.

      He reached into the waistband of his pants and pulled out a gun. Shit. Marisol squeezed my hand tighter and I heard her thoughts as if she was shouting at me.

      I can’t feel anything from him. Why can’t I feel anything?

      “I don’t know,” I whispered out of one side of my mouth.

      Declan wasn’t fazed by the intruder or the weapon. God, why did he have to think he was fucking bulletproof? We didn’t need him to test which one of us was right. Not when we were already in the commission of a crime. He closed in on Marisol’s ex, gun level with his pectoral muscles.

      Cold sweat popped out along my hairline and down my back like icy fingers clawing at my skin. We’d been through too much together to have it end like this. “What do you want?” My voice was hoarse, but I got the words out.

      Gun still raised, Jason tilted his head at me but remained silent. Declan used the moment of distraction to his advantage and swung one of his beefy fists at the guy’s head. The guy flickered as he’d done when I tried to get in his head.

      “The fuck?” Declan took an unsure step backwards.

      The guy raised his gun and I dove forward without thinking, releasing my grip on Marisol and Tina’s hands. The sound of the gun going off deafened me and my body hurt as I collided with Declan, sending us both toppling into a cabinet.

      When I looked up again, our intruder had vanished. I could see Marisol’s lips moving, but no sound reached my ears over the now painful ringing in them. I closed my eyes in an effort to focus on her thoughts, but my powers were busted. I opened my eyes again to find Tina gesticulating wildly at one of the cabinets. I shook my head, hoping she understood I had no clue what was going on.

      All at once, my senses kicked back in and I felt a burning, throbbing sensation in my left arm. The tears in Marisol’s eyes told me I didn’t want to look. I did anyway and regretted it. My sleeve was sticky and when I probed the spot, my fingertips came away stained red.
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      Okay, I’m not exactly squeamish; I can handle a little blood. But I’ve never been shot before. That shit hurts. Well, until the shock gets you all nice and numb. After that it’s not so bad. Then, there’s the whole staying conscious thing. That is a lot harder than they make it look in the movies. Please excuse me while I take this opportunity to pass out.
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      Spencer slumped over against Declan when he passed out. Tears blurred my vision as I checked for a pulse. It still beat strong and steady in his throat, if not a little fast. Declan grunted and crawled from beneath Spencer’s weight.

      “He’s been shot,” I whimpered.

      Tina looked at her fallen friend and color drained from her face. She turned away in an effort to hide her emotions from me. Or so I assumed. She took a few steps away from our huddle and peered at something I couldn’t see.

      “Hold him up,” Declan ordered, and I did my best to support Spencer’s weight.

      With a far gentler touch than I would have expected from someone of his size, Declan peeled the bloody fabric away from the skin and he heaved a sigh. “It’s a graze. It needs to be cleaned and bandaged, but he’ll be okay.”

      “You’re sure,” I pressed.

      “Declan’s right,” Tina said.

      “What are you doing?” I snapped.

      She moved aside to reveal a dented metal filing cabinet. In the dim light I could see the shiny metal of a bullet lodged in the top of the cabinet where the identifying label should be. The label had fallen to the floor. Tina scooped it up. “What was the number on the copy of the blueprint?”

      “Why does it matter now? Spencer is hurt. He needs a hospital,” I argued.

      “You heard Declan, he’ll be okay. We aren’t leaving without getting what we came for. Spencer would want us to finish.”

      “You don’t know him as well as you think.”

      She turned on me, and the intensity of her stare made me take a step backward. “And you do?”

      “Both of you shut up,” Declan growled, snatching the label from Tina’s hand. “It matches. Get the damn blueprints so we can go. Marisol is right. Sorano needs medical attention and he’s not going to get it here.”

      Tina yanked open the drawer with no regard for if it drew attention to what we were doing and pulled out thick tubes of blueprints. She slid them into her backpack as much as she could while Declan and I hefted Spencer’s unconscious body to a standing position.

      “Put the rest of it back,” I whispered to Tina.

      She rolled her eyes but did as I asked and shoved the file back where we’d found it. For good measure, she dug the bullet out of the cabinet and slid the label back in place. The space was still in disarray but no more so than when we arrived. She turned the lock from the inside and we staggered toward the stairs. I tried to nudge Spencer awake with my thoughts, but he was in shock. I couldn’t blame him for defending us. I had to hope Declan was right about the severity of the wound. This was all my fault. We made it to the first subterranean floor and darted out the exit we’d come in. I exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding when the keypad flipped to red.

      ‘Where do we go now?” I asked.

      “Come on. I know somewhere we can patch him up.” Declan moved Spencer into a fireman’s carry and led us back the way we’d come. We turned left when we reached the street back to the library and after another few turns, we ended up at a big bungalow. Declan marched to the back of the house and stopped at the first darkened window.

      “Take him,” he said, and Tina and I shouldered Spencer’s weight while Declan shoved the window open.

      “We aren’t breaking and entering again, are we?” I whispered.

      “Nope.” Declan slid through and once he was inside, we clumsily passed Spencer over the windowsill.

      Tina went next and I climbed in last, easing the window shut behind me. I took in the stucco walls and wrestling trophies along one wall. The rest of the room was nondescript, impersonal. Declan vanished, leaving Tina and I standing next to Spencer’s still unconscious body.

      “So, this is his place?” I offered.

      “Guess so.”

      I arched a brow. “You mean you’ve never been here before?”

      “We don’t hang out together outside of crime fighting.” She had a wistful glint in her eye and I picked up on longing beneath the surface.

      I kept my mouth shut, remembering Spencer’s warning about pushing Tina too far. Thankfully, he moaned and blinked rapidly, coming back to the world of the conscious.

      “Ow,” he groaned.

      Declan reappeared with a first-aid kit and a glass of water. “Help me get his shirt off.”

      Although there was nothing remotely sexual about the situation, I still felt a blush creep up my neck as I struggled to pull the sleeve off.

      “Not the setting I had in mind,” Spencer said with a weak smile at me.

      I gave him a reassuring smile as Declan doused a bit of cotton with rubbing alcohol.

      “Fuck!” Spencer howled as soon as Declan pressed an alcohol-drenched cotton swab to the wound.

      I leaned in and kissed him in a bid to keep him from rousing suspicion. He relaxed, and I kept my full attention focused on him. His emotions were a jumble of excitement at kissing me again, fear at having been shot, and a strong dose of embarrassment because the impromptu kiss had an audience. Declan worked with precision, wiping down the wound with more antiseptic and gently wrapping it in gauze. He secured it in place with two strips of medical tape and tapped my shoulder, signaling he was finished.

      I pulled away from Spencer and his face fell a little. Declan shoved the water glass into his hands along with some pills. “This will take the edge off. Keep it covered and change the dressing at least once a day. You’ll be fine.”

      “Where’d you learn to do all this first aid stuff?” Tina interjected from the other side of the room.

      He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Boy Scouts.”

      “I never knew.”

      He shrugged one massive shoulder. “We’ve all got secrets.”

      Spencer focused his gaze on me. “He shot me.”

      I threw my arms around him and hugged as tight as I dared. “I’m so sorry. This is my fault. I should have told someone the first time I saw him.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” he said into the side of my neck.

      “Tina is right. I’ve put you all in danger.”

      “We knew there’d be risks when we decided to do this,” Tina replied. She pulled out the blueprints from her bag. “Let’s see if it was worth it.”

      “How’d you find them?” Spencer sipped from the water glass, color coming back into his cheeks.

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out the bullet, tossing it underhand at Spencer. He caught it and studied it. “Not sure I want this as a souvenir.”

      “You might because it lodged in the exact cabinet we needed.”

      “You’re joking.”

      All three of us shook our heads. “I guess you deflected it in the right way,” I answered.

      “Not sure luck had anything to do with it. He didn’t pull the trigger until Spencer was already moving. If he’d wanted to shoot me, he would have. I think maybe he did it intentionally,” Declan mused, gathering the bloody and used cotton swabs and burying them in the bottom of his trashcan.

      “You think he was helping us? I think maybe you hit your head when I tackled you,” Spencer scoffed.

      “It feels like a big coincidence he shows up and manages to hit the cabinet we need.”

      Tina uncapped the tubes and spread the blueprints out on the floor, the original design from Kirkpatrick Industries and the most recent design for the library—from nearly a decade ago—overlaid. Declan rummaged through his closet and found some fluorescent camp lights. We set them up, so we could use the light to see through the paper. I peeled back the right side of the top schematic and found Room 804 on the far right of the design.

      “Okay. Let’s see where it lines up.”

      “Well, of course that’s where it is,” Tina muttered and pointed to the spot on each schematic.

      I studied it but couldn’t quite orient myself. It was a fairly large space with no demarcation of what the room was used for. “Want to fill us in?”

      “It’s below the Restricted section. As in the place even employees aren’t supposed to go.”

      “Henry kind of yelled at me for going in there the other day,” I said.

      Tina nodded. “If you were going to conceal what was there before, you do it with a place no one goes.”

      “So, we know where the room is. What do we do now?” Spencer asked.

      I could hear the adrenaline wearing off from our little adventure. I also had a sneaking suspicion whatever painkillers Declan had passed to him were more than ibuprofen.

      Tina rolled up the blueprints and stuffed them back in the cases. “We go tomorrow and see what’s so special about this room.”

      “Tomorrow’s not gonna work for me. I’ve got to cram for a French final,” Declan said.

      “It’s the weekend. You’ve got time,” she answered.

      “I’ve got other stuff going on this weekend. You’ll have to count me out.”

      “Don’t you want to know what she’s hiding?”

      “A few hours ago, you refused to believe this was about your mom,” he snapped back.

      I didn’t need super powers to pick up on the tension rising in the room. “Look, this affects all of us and we should all be there. Why don’t we take the weekend and focus on school? We can regroup on Monday and check it out,” I said.

      Declan and Spencer nodded their agreement, but Tina squared her shoulders and met my gaze. The intensity of her look made the tiny hairs on the back of my arms stand on end. It could have been her magnetism acting up.

      “Can you wait a couple days?” I asked.

      She turned her focus to the boys but after a few moments, she exhaled, and I could see the fight go out of her. “Fine. But we’re getting to the bottom of this.”

      “We will figure it out together,” Spencer said with a dopey smile.

      “You’re high, Sorano,” Tina noted with a small smirk of her own.

      “I’ll take him home,” I offered.

      “I’ll go, too. Besides, your stalker is still out there and Spencer’s not in any shape to defend you,” she muttered as she hoisted her bag filled with blueprints onto her shoulders.

      “Don’t be such a bitch, Tina,” Spencer said, a grin still plastered to his face.

      Declan remained silent as he undid the latch to let us out the way we’d come in. I crawled out first and did my best to steady Spencer as they pushed him out feet first. He started laughing as he stumbled sideways into a bush.

      “Shh. Someone will hear you,” I whispered and clamped a hand over his mouth to shut him up.

      Tina followed and as we started to make our way through the neighbor’s backyards, I caught a glimpse of Declan easing the window shut again, a forlorn expression on his face. Like he hadn’t wanted us to leave. Or maybe one of us.

      “I know it’s not my business but, is there a reason you and Declan aren’t a couple?” I asked as we staggered three across through someone’s rose garden.

      “You’re right. It isn’t your business.”

      “I know why,” Spencer said in a sing-song tone.

      “Shut your mouth, Spencer,” Tina hissed.

      We made it back to the main road, but I had no idea where Spencer’s house was from here. Tina wasn’t interested in helping as she took off without a word, her vibrant hair quickly disappearing from view. It was still light enough out to read street signs.

      “I’m going to need you to help me out a little here, Spencer. I’m not sure where to go.”

      He looked around and shook his head. “My head’s fuzzy. Must be the pills.”

      We stood there with his arm draped over my shoulder for a solid five minutes before I decided on a course of action. One with a high probability of getting me in serious trouble with Papi, but it was the only thing I could see working.

      “Come on. I have an idea.”

      He didn’t protest as I led him the direction Tina had gone. We took the second left on Devon Street and marched side by side up the hill and down the other side until we reached my front door. Papi’s truck was gone as I’d expected. I breathed easier. Maybe I could get Spencer rested and clear headed enough to send him on his way, so I wouldn’t get caught with a boy in my room.

      “We aren’t going to get in trouble with your dad, are we?” Spencer said as I unlocked the garage and ushered him inside.

      “He is at work right now. Hurry up and get inside.”

      We made it to my bedroom and I set our bags in the corner. Spencer let out a low whistle. “I like it. It’s very you,” he commented.

      “Thanks. Stay here, I’m going to get some extra pillows and blankets.”

      Spencer sat with his back propped up against the side of my bed when I returned, a less dopey, yet still equally adorable, grin on his face.

      “What’s that look for?” I asked and spread the blankets and pillows out in front of him, doubling up so the floor wouldn’t be too uncomfortable.

      “This has been one hell of a third date.”

      “I would not call what we just did a date.”

      He rubbed at his chin. “I don’t know. We shared a new, exciting experience.”

      I settled beside him. “I’m calling it now. Next time, we go to a movie and dinner, okay?”

      With his free hand, Spencer pulled off his glasses and wiped at his eyes. “This is going to sound so stupid, but I’ve never been on a fourth date with anyone before.”

      “Oh, come on,” I said.

      “I’m serious. Things never got past date three. Until I met you, I was sure I’d been cursed.”

      Embarrassment wafted off him in waves. To allay his uncertainly, I leaned over and kissed him. The memory of our last kiss washed over me but melted quickly into thoughts of our make-out session a few days earlier. Those doubts about whether our feelings were real or manufactured surfaced again and I pulled away.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. I chose to believe he was respecting boundaries by not probing my thoughts without permission.

      “You will think I am overreacting, but we both have these powers, right? They are linked to emotions in a way.”

      “Yeah. So, what?”

      “What if whoever made us this way also made us have this connection with each other? I know I only wanted to be friends until we met in person and then I could just feel that there was something more between us. What if our feelings are not our own?”

      “No one made me feel the way I do about you, Marisol. And even if they did, how is that a bad thing? I finally found someone I can be myself with. Don’t you want that, too?”

      “But if we were made to feel this way, how do we know this is real?”

      He looked away from me, and color burned in his cheeks. “The other night when we made out, it seemed like you changed your mind really fast. I didn’t want to say anything then because well … I had a beautiful girl making out with me but, did you really want to do that?”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Was it something you decided you wanted to do, or did you feel … pushed into it?”

      I opened my mouth to answer but stopped to really consider his question. I had been feeling his emotions since we met in person and I had worried I let his feelings guide my actions. “I don’t know.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of. I haven’t told anyone, not even Tina and Declan, but sometimes I can influence people. Like mind control sort of. It isn’t all the time but, I think maybe I did it to you the other night.”

      The possibility that he’d made me do something against my will turned my stomach. I scooted away from him to put distance between us. He hung his head and studied his hands. “Why would you do that to me? You know what I’ve been through,” I said, my voice hoarse.

      “It isn’t a conscious thing I do. I swear. And I would never do it to you, not intentionally. I am sorry if I pushed you into something you weren’t ready for.”

      He sounded sincere, but how could I trust anything he said? I could read his feelings but was that any different to him invading my mind and planting thoughts? He sniffled and winced as he lifted his left arm to wipe away tears. The bandage Declan had put on was beginning to stain red. No matter how I felt about him in the moment, I wasn’t going to let him bleed all over the place.

      I went to my bathroom in search of a first aid kit and rewrapped the gauze on his arm. We settled back on the floor with our backs propped against the pillows. There was still distance between us and I felt safer that way. Spencer studied his hands in silence and I couldn't gauge what he was feeling. I needed to get a handle on these powers before they drove me crazy.

      “I don’t have anything else like what Declan gave you, but I can give you some ibuprofen or something,” I offered weakly. "I still can't believe he shot you.”

      "It's only a flesh wound," he giggled.

      "I bet you never thought you'd actually be dodging bullets as a vigilante superhero," I said with a small smile.

      "Nothing that crazy happens here. It's why I let Tina talk me into this. Sure, there's the occasional kidnapper or mugger or whatever, but it's safe. And honestly, I’m kind of living my childhood dream."

      "This is why you don’t want to take over your parent’s restaurant," I replied, coming back to the first real topic of conversation from our first date.

      "I like helping people, but maybe there's somewhere else I could do it."

      "Like where?"

      "A counselor maybe?"

      "Have you told Tina you don't want to be out there in the danger?"

      He shook his head. "No."

      "You aren't scared of her, are you?"

      Color warmed his cheeks again and he gave me a sheepish smile. "You haven't spent a lot of time with her."

      "I didn't have to. It’s clear she's hiding a lot of pain."

      "She covers it well. I keep telling her she'd be happier if she admitted the truth to certain people."

      "She likes Declan but hasn't told him. Maybe she isn't ready to make that friendship into something else. If I were in her shoes, I wouldn't want someone else to dictate the right time to share how I felt."

      “I get that. I guess my life would be easier if she wasn’t pining after me and actually focused on him."

      "Do you get the feeling he likes her back?"

      "He likes her as a friend."

      "There's more you aren't saying."

      "It isn't my place to say. If Declan has secrets, they are his to keep. He'll share them if, and when, he's ready."

      "Well, I look forward to getting to know them both better if they let me." There was still a part of Tina's past I wanted to unravel, even if she objected.

      "Don't give up if they push back. I've known them a lot longer than you and there is still a lot they don't share with me."

      I couldn't blame them. Having these abilities was enough to make me want to keep to myself. Trying to navigate the currents of high school on top of that was treacherous. Spencer yawned, the stress of the evening catching up with him.

      "You should get some sleep," I prompted.

      He didn't argue. Settling onto his back, I draped an extra blanket over him before climbing into bed. I waited until Spencer snored softly on the floor creeping across the room to his backpack. I hadn’t said anything, but I had picked up on a thought from him back at the library when I’d brought up Tina’s father. I couldn't sleep without knowing if my theory was right.
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      Pins and needles roused me from a restless sleep. I opened my eyes to unfamiliar surroundings. Panic jolted me to a seated position before yesterday's heroics came back to me. I shook my left arm to get rid of the feeling to find I'd started bleeding again.

      Wonderful.

      Marisol lay slumped over in bed, still asleep. I headed for the bathroom as quiet as I could and studied my reflection in the mirror. My skin was paler than usual, and I had shadows beneath my eyes. I bit my lip to keep from swearing as I maneuvered my arm free of the now crusty shirt sleeve. The gauze pad came away without much issue and I had my first real chance to inspect the damage done. I expected it to be horrible given the initial pain, but it just looked like a deep abrasion. I heard movement in the room beyond and I stopped mid-motion. Had her father found me?

      "Spencer?" Marisol called out.

      "In here," I answered, trying to be quiet.

      I heard the bed springs whine as she moved and appeared in the doorway. Her hair was a mess of curly bedhead. She shut the door behind her and waved at me to take a seat on the edge of the bathtub. I did as she requested and let her dress my wound. I would need to be more careful about how I slept until it healed.

      "How'd you sleep?" She didn't make eye contact.

      "Fine. What time is it?"

      "Six. Papi will be home in an hour. We'll need to get you out of here before he comes home."

      "What aren't you telling me?" I asked.

      "I don't know what you are talking about."

      "I'm a mind reader, remember. You don't want to tell me something about Tina."

      "Come on. I'll show you."

      I followed her back to the bedroom and she handed me the envelop that had been tucked in my backpack. She’d been snooping in my things. I wanted to be mad at her, but I’d been the one who’d gotten the information in the first place. She sat down on the foot of her bed, putting distance between us again. Our conversation from the night before returned to me and a fresh wave of guilt washed over me. I tried to push those thoughts away as opened the copy of Tina’s birth certificate.

      "I know you told me to leave it alone. That Tina had enough to deal with, but I just couldn't sleep until I knew, and I heard you think about the envelope yesterday," she said, as if she were the one reading thoughts.

      As expected, Helena Boudreau occupied the line for Mother. The name on the line for Father caught my attention. Clayton H. Kirkpatrick.

      "It's him, from the book."

      "Exactly. So, now we know Tina's mother was lying. We just have to figure out what she is covering up."

      "I guess we'll find out on Monday," I said.

      "If Tina actually waits that long."

      She wasn't wrong. Tina was not what one would call patient. But I was counting on her aversion to personal conflict to keep her at bay. "We can't share this with her. Not yet. She isn't ready."

      "Okay. I won't say a word."

      Sunlight dappled through her window, casting bands of light and dark on the carpet. I swore I heard a car engine rumble outside. Not wanting to get Marisol in trouble with her dad, I got to my feet and pushed my glasses onto the bridge of my nose. “I’ll see you Monday. Thanks for looking after me. And I know we left things in a weird place last night. So, whatever you want to do about us, I’ll respect it.”

      “I need some time to think about it.”

      With Marisol leading the way, we crept down the hallway and back to the garage. My mind must be playing tricks on me because there was no car in the garage or the driveway when the door slid up enough to let me out.

      I stepped into the early morning air and my breath clouded as I exhaled. It was colder than expected for late spring. I jogged all the way home. Along the way, I tried to formulate a lie to tell my parents if they caught me sneaking back in. I’d managed to concoct a story about last-minute cramming by the time I slipped around to the back of the house. Unlike Declan, my room wasn’t easily accessible from outside. I reached for the back-door handle and stopped, my senses picking up on anxiety from within the house.

      “He should be home by now. Where is he? Is he hurt?”

      My mother’s worry for my wellbeing made beads of sweat prickle along my hairline. No avoiding the confrontation now. So, I walked in and darted up the stairs like a shot and managed to pull on a sweatshirt to cover the ruined shirt.

      “Spencer, do you have any idea what time it is?” Mom yelled from down the hall.

      I inched out of my bedroom to find my parents standing shoulder to shoulder in the hallway. The fact that they were both dressed at seven in the morning on a Saturday did not bode well.

      “I can explain,” I started, prepping the lie in my head.

      “Downstairs. Now,” my dad ordered.

      I trudged past them and back to the first floor. Their heavy footfalls trailed me until we sat in the kitchen. In my mind’s eye I saw myself calming Marisol down two days ago. There was so much my parents didn’t know. They wouldn’t believe me if I told them. I waited for the lecture but my mother busiest herself making coffee. My dad turned on the stove and pulled out a mixing bowl and ingredients for omelets.

      “You’re not going to yell at me?”

      Mom eyed me over her cup of coffee. “We are going to have a family breakfast and discuss where you were last night.”

      Dutifully, I set the table and waited for them to join me. Dad set a plate in front of me, but the thought of food turned my stomach and I only picked at it. I did my best to act normal.

      “So, where were you all night?” Dad’s tone was less accusatory than my mother.

      “Studying with some friends. We lost track of time.”

      “You were studying all night?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “You don’t call to let us know? We raised you better than that,” Mom said.

      “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” I expected to be grounded through graduation, which would make my duties as a vigilante more difficult.

      “If you wanted to spend more time with your girlfriend, you could have told us,” Mom said.

      The forkful of food missed my mouth and I ended up with tiny welts in the side of my lip from the tines. “How do you know I have a girlfriend?” Saying the word now gave me no joy.

      Dad smiled. “We’re not blind. We noticed you brought her to the restaurant the other day.”

      “Oh.”

      “So, when can we meet her properly?” Mom pressed.

      “Uh, I don’t think we’re ready for that yet. It’s still really new.” They had to know I didn’t have a great track record with dating. Besides, I wasn’t sure I still had a girlfriend. “I promise I’ll introduce you when I’m ready.” After a moment of chewing, I looked from my mom to my dad. “So, how long am I grounded?” I didn’t want to know the answer.

      “We’re going to let you off with a pass this one time,” Dad replied.

      “Seriously?”

      “You said it wouldn’t happen again. We trust you.”

      My mood improved instantly, and I devoured breakfast. With a full belly, I bounded upstairs to get cleaned up. Hiding the bloody shirt at the very back of my closet, I pulled on a clean one and heard my parents whispering in the hallway.

      “You know he’s in over his head,” Dad hissed.

      “He has a purpose. We can’t ask for more than that for him.”

      “We didn’t agree to this.”

      “Of course, we did. We’ve known this was going to happen for years.”

      “It doesn’t mean we agreed to let him be put in harm’s way.”

      Floorboards creaked beneath my weight and betrayed my position. The conversation died, and footsteps told me they were heading downstairs. Out of normal eavesdropping range. What did they mean I was in harm’s way? They couldn’t possibly know my secret. I’d never done anything to give them reason to suspect I had powers. And what had they agreed to?

      Add those questions to the information Marisol had unearthed about Tina’s parents. That was a mystery I could solve without outing myself to my parents. I did a basic search on Clayton Kirkpatrick, not expecting to find anything of note.

      A list of hits popped up, including a page for Professor Clayton Kirkpatrick on the West Coast. I skimmed his information. Professor Kirkpatrick had been a professor in California in the Science department. Apparently, he’d left about five years ago. There was no update on his whereabouts. My eyes glazed over as I read the titles of his various publications. It translated in my head as “science gibberish” until the last article caught my attention. Nearly twenty years ago, he had co-authored a paper on genetic manipulation.

      I dug my phone out of my pocket and sent Marisol a message.

      Next_Gen_Prof_X: You were right. There’s definitely something to what you found.

      I downloaded the paper’s synopsis and settled in to read. From what I could gather, Professor Kirkpatrick and his co-author—Helena—put forth the theory that babies could be created with extra senses and enhanced genetics. It certainly lent a grain of truth to my own existence. But it didn’t actually answer the host of questions we still had. For starters, this had to be theoretical. Gene editing wasn’t real. And even if it were, why would they do it to their own kid? How could they get other people to let them do it their kids, too?

      I would have to be patient and wait until Monday to find out what was really going on. I had a sneaking suspicion a lot of our answers awaited us in Room 804.
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      I got Spencer’s message about Tina’s parents just before Papi’s truck pulled into the driveway. I didn’t have time to pester Spencer with follow-up questions. I greeted Papi in the kitchen with a hot cup of coffee and a bowl of oatmeal. He kissed the top of my head and sat down.

      “Thank you, mija.”

      “You’re welcome,” I replied and sat across from him. I focused on him, testing my powers. I still didn’t know my limits or all my triggers.

      He looked up from the bowl. “How was your night?”

      “Okay. I hung out with some new friends.”

      He arched a brow. “Just friends?”

      “Yes.” I wanted to say that Spencer was more than a friend, but given the revelations of last night, I wasn’t sure where we stood, and Spencer had left things in my court. “There is someone that might turn out to be more than a friend.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Spencer. We actually were friends online before we moved here.”

      “Bring him around. I’d like to meet him.” His tone conveyed the reasoning all too clearly.

      “Don’t scare him, please. He’s a good guy.”

      “I just want to be sure you are safe, Marisol. It is a father’s job to protect their daughters.” His guilt clouded my emotions.

      “You didn’t fail me,” I said before I considered how my words sounded.

      “Yes, I did. And for that, I am so sorry. I thought moving here would make things easier.”

      “I am settling in. I am starting to make new friends. It is even starting to feel like home.”

      A different flavor of guilt hit me, and I tried to decipher it. He wasn’t feeling ashamed at coming here with me, but he knew my mother wouldn’t have approved. “Would we have come if Mom was still alive?”

      “I … I don’t know. Why?”

      “You haven’t talked about her much since we came here. I thought, maybe, she’d want us to live somewhere else.”

      “Your mother would have liked it here.”

      His words sounded insincere. He’d never lied to me before. Why would he do it now? I wanted to press him for answers. I needed to know what he wasn’t telling me. It would mean admitting there was something different about me and I wasn’t ready for that. For all my arguing when Spencer showed me the truth, I would come off crazy if I shared this part of myself with him.

      “I’m going to work on my history exam,” I announced.

      Better to remove myself from the situation than sit there awkwardly. Papi nodded without comment and I left him, the strange conversation replaying in my head. A part of me wanted to be mad at him for keeping things from me but the rational part of me knew I was being hypocritical.

      I tried to work on my final exam. I was halfway done when I couldn’t focus anymore. Spencer’s message was drawing my focus. I scooped up my phone and dialed his number. It rang once, twice.

      “Hey. I wasn’t sure you were still talking to me.”

      “I said I needed time and I do. But we still have a mystery to solve.”

      “You saw my message?” Spencer said.

      “What did you find?’

      “I’m pretty sure I found him, Tina’s dad. He’s a science professor on the West Coast. Or at least he was until five years ago. After that, he disappeared.”

      “How do you know he’s her dad?”

      “His oldest paper was about gene editing and creating extra senses. He wrote it with a co-author named Helena Kirkpatrick.”

      “Like empathy or magnetism,” I said, focusing on the gene editing part of his comment.

      “Exactly.”

      “Spencer, I know you want to protect Tina’s feelings, but you’re the one who said she’s been looking for answers since this started. She should know both of her parents are involved somehow.”

      The line went quiet.

      “Are you still there?” I prompted.

      “We shouldn’t tell Tina yet. I just found something else. I just sent you the link in our messages.”

      I set my phone on speaker and logged into my laptop. The link led to a news article from what looked like a local paper headlined “Local Researcher Turns Mad Scientist.”

      “What is this?”

      “Just read it.”

      I scrolled down to read the brief article attached:

      
        
        Rumors began circulating that Kirkpatrick Industries is no longer a simple research company. Its founder, Clayton Kirkpatrick, is said to be conducting illegal experiments on unsuspecting families.

        According to an anonymous source—whom some suspect to his business partner and wife—Kirkpatrick and his team offer couples the opportunity to start a family through their organization. This author questions whether they are even licensed for such practices. This same source also shared that Kirkpatrick is using these families’ hopes for a child to conduct experiments in gene editing, a concept not yet recognized by the wider medical and scientific communities as viable.

        If you haven’t seen Kirkpatrick around town of late, you aren’t alone. When contacted for comment, the company spokesperson stated that Mr. Kirkpatrick had left town for a sabbatical. Our source shared that Kirkpatrick and his wife underwent an acrimonious split and he’s been chased from town. Couples who used Kirkpatrick’s company for fertility treatment failed to respond to a request for comment at this time.

        

      

      I saw why Spencer was hesitant to share his findings. Still, I didn’t think it right to keep the truth, however ugly, from Tina. “She’s going to find out eventually. Isn’t it better she learns about it from someone she trusts and who understands what is at stake?”

      “I don’t want her to take my head off about it,” Spencer said.

      “It’s unavoidable.”

      “We could tell her together,” he suggested.

      “If I were her and two people dropped this bombshell on me, I’d feel ganged up on.”

      “You’re right.”

      “I can still be there when you tell her,” I said.

      “Thanks.”

      “Did you get home okay?”

      “My parents caught me.”

      The fact he was able to talk to me told me he hadn’t been punished too harshly. “Did they see the wound?”

      “No. At least, I don’t think so.”

      “Good.”

      “I did overhear a weird conversation,” he said.

      I spun my chair in slow circles. “About what?”

      “They said they didn’t agree to something and they were worried I was putting myself in harm’s way.”

      "I had a weird interaction with Papi, too. He was glad we moved here, but I got the sense we wouldn't have if my mother was still alive. Like he betrayed her wishes somehow."

      "I get the feeling they know more than they're letting on."

      I skimmed over the article again. It didn't have a lot of concrete details but did give me a sinking feeling. "Have you ever asked your parents whether you were conceived normally?"

      "No. Why would I ever ask that?"

      "It isn't a coincidence Kirkpatrick Industries was doing infertility treatments twenty years ago and that it seemed to shut down right before we were born. It could be another piece of the puzzle."

      "Say it's true, it still doesn't explain how you got powers," he pointed out.

      "Maybe it does. I need to look into some things. I'll talk to you later."

      I ended the call before he could say anything else. I had no idea what I was going to do if my hunch was correct. I knew Papi kept important documents in a file cabinet in the spare room he set aside for his office. For once, his odd work schedule paid off. I stopped by his bedroom to see the blinds pulled. He snored lightly in bed. I eased the door all the way closed to muffle as much sound as possible and crossed the hall to the office.

      The cabinet wasn't locked, not that it would have stopped me. I rifled through file folders neatly identified as tax documents for the last ten years along with other expenses. At the very back was a folder marked "Marisol". I pulled it free and opened it. The first document was my most recent set of school records. Setting that aside, I continued down the pile, past old report cards and vaccination reports to the final documents. My social security card was secure in a page protector. The final piece should be my birth certificate but there was another stapled packet before it.

      My hands went clammy as the words on the letterhead translated in my brain: Kirkpatrick Industries. I left damp prints on the pages as I flipped through to the end. Both my parents signed it. I set it aside to read in more depth later before finding my birth certificate. It didn't bear the town name like I expected but that didn't mean I wasn't a product of Clayton Kirkpatrick's experiments.

      I yanked the staple free from the contract and ran it through the scanner, making myself a copy so as not to arouse suspicion. I would wait until Papi got up to ask the hard questions.
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        * * *

      

      Papi finally made an appearance in the early afternoon. I sat at the kitchen table, the copy of the contract in front of me. I'd read through some of it, but the overuse of legal jargon became too frustrating.

      "What's that?" he asked as he rummaged in the fridge for food.

      "I don't know. Why don't you explain it to me?" I answered.

      That got his attention. He abandoned his fridge inspection to join me at the table. His skin turned a ghostly pallor at the letterhead. "You shouldn't have gone through my things without asking."

      "I was looking for my birth certificate and I found this. What is it?"

      He sat down and rubbed his face. "Your mother and I had some trouble having a child. This company helped us. We wouldn't have you without them."

      "Why would you not want me to know that?"

      "It's complicated."

      "Because they were experimenting on the babies?" I accused.

      "Where is this coming from?"

      "I found an article about this company that said they were conducting illegal experiments. Is it true?"

      "Of course not, mija."

      I didn't believe him and flipped to the final page with their signatures. "You wouldn't tell me even if it were. You can't because you signed a nondisclosure agreement."

      "Your mother and I wanted a child, so yes, we signed whatever forms we had to. I don't regret it for a minute."

      "This is why she wouldn't want us coming back here, isn't it? I saw my birth certificate. I wasn't born here."

      "We moved because your mother wanted to be closer to her family."

      The deceit wafted off him like over-applied cologne. "No, she didn't. If that were true, we would have seen her family after she died. We never saw them. Don't lie to me."

      "There were a lot of reasons we left, Marisol."

      "Why did you take this job here? Did you have a choice? Did the company force you to bring me back here?"

      "Stop this right now. I'm not discussing this with you anymore. I am your father and I made the decision that was best for this family."

      Anger bubbled over, flushing my body head to toe in uncomfortable heat. I grabbed the contract and stormed out the front door, unsure where to go. I wandered aimlessly through neighborhoods that felt foreign. When I finally stopped, I looked up to find myself at Declan’s house. I approached the front door and knocked twice. Declan opened the door and stared at me, mouth agape.

      "What are you doing here?"

      "I needed someone to talk to."

      "You've got a boyfriend for that."

      "Please?"

      He studied me in silence for a good thirty seconds before he stepped back and pushed the door open wider. "Come on in."

      I made it into the front hall when a woman who could only be Declan's mom ambushed me. She was stocky like her son and had the same coloring. "Who is this?" she asked.

      "She's a classmate from school," Declan said, not making eye contact.

      "Oh, wonderful. You know, Declan rarely brings his friends around."

      "It's nice to meet you," I said and shook her hand.

      "We've got school stuff to work on," Declan said and shoved me toward the hallway to the right.

      "Let me know if you need anything," his mother called after us.

      "We're fine, Mom," Declan answered and slammed the door once we were in his room.

      When we were alone, I handed him the slightly crumpled contract. "Look at this."

      He flipped through the pages and handed it back to me. "So, what? Plenty of people have help having kids."

      "Most people don't use Kirkpatrick Industries," I quipped.

      "No, I guess not."

      I sat down at his desk and took in the lack of decor again. It didn't betray anything about its occupant, not like Spencer's room. Declan sat at the foot of the bed and watched me. I reached out, probing his emotions. Unlike Tina, he didn't fight me. I picked up on the anxiety running a constant current below the surface.

      "Spencer found out some information about Tina's father. It isn't good."

      "You going to tell her?"

      "Spencer will. I don't want her to think we're ganging up on her. She doesn't like me."

      "She doesn't like a lot of people."

      "What about you? How do you feel about me?"

      My question earned a half smirk. "You're the empath, you tell me."

      "That would be an invasion of your privacy. I don't want to do that."

      "Like I told you the other day, I think you're good for Sorano. You don't seem like a crazy person. I don't see any reason to not like you."

      "Do you trust me?"

      "You had our backs last night. That counts for something."

      "You didn't answer my question."

      "Sure, it did."

      I snorted. "Okay, I get it. You like me, but you don't trust me yet."

      "With everything going on, can you blame me?"

      "No. I show up out of nowhere with powers, too. I could be a spy or dangerous. I wouldn't trust me either."

      He nodded. "So, you think we were experiments?"

      "If people could spontaneously develop powers, we'd have seen it in the population a long time ago. Whatever happened to us, it was manufactured."

      "Spencer must love this."

      "Can I ask you something?'

      "I guess."

      "Why did you agree to be in Tina's crime-fighting operation?"

      "She didn't give us a choice in the beginning. She acted like she had her shit together and we fell in line. To be honest, I wasn't sure what was happening and the fact she wasn't panicking, made me believe her. After a while, when we started helping people, it felt good to keep going out there."

      "Do you think she knows about what her parents were doing and is keeping it a secret because it reflects badly on her family?"

      "No, Tina's not that devious or that good an actress."

      "Have you ever wanted to tell someone what you can do?"

      "Who would I tell? I don't have a lot of friends."

      "You're on the wrestling team," I pointed out.

      "I'm not close with those guys."

      I sensed a theme. None of them had many people in their lives they could share this with. I wanted friends to share things with, but I couldn't shake the fear we were all doomed to be isolated thanks to these abilities. Were we made this way?

      "Don't you get lonely?"

      "Maybe that's another reason I keep doing the whole superhero thing. Sure, people can't know it's me, but I know they're appreciative of me."

      "Do you see yourself doing it for the rest of your life?"

      "I hadn't thought about it."

      "Are you going to college in the fall?"

      "I got scholarships to a few places, but I'm going to stay local."

      "Because it's what Tina wants?"

      "No."

      "Spencer is going to be mad at me for saying this but I don't care. You have to know Tina likes you."

      "She's an okay friend but ... that's all we are."

      "You might want to better communicate that to her, so she isn't pining after you forever. Like she’s done with Spencer. You're hurting her letting her think there's a chance."

      "I’m seeing someone anyway."

      I knew that wasn’t the end of the story. “Spencer said there’s a reason you aren’t into Tina. What is it?”

      “Like I said, I’ve got someone already.” Self-doubt overwhelmed me, and he refused to look at me.

      “Are you gay or something?” It came out before I could stop it.

      “No!”

      “Okay. I am sorry I asked.”

      “Just because I’m not into Tina doesn’t mean I’m gay. Jeez.”

      "Sorry,” I muttered again. “Are you curious if your parents did the same thing with you?" I said after a moment of silence.

      "I wouldn’t be hanging with Tina and Spencer if I wasn’t. But I don’t know what it means if what you’re saying is true.”

      “Well, we can figure it out together. Thanks for letting me talk this out. I think I am ready to face Papi now.”

      Declan led me back to the front of the house and gave a stiff wave before shutting the door. As I started to make my way home, worry seeped into my consciousness. The closer we got to the truth, the more confident I became that my feelings for Spencer had been manufactured. Now I had to decide if following them was worth it.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          

      

    

    







            Spencer

          

        

      

    

    
      The prospect of dumping the truth on Tina terrified me. Even before we'd been bound together by all the powered weirdness, she'd been a little scary. I avoided Tina until the end of classes Monday. We hadn't agreed on a meeting place, but the computer lab was a good bet. I headed down there and found Marisol waiting outside the door.

      "Hey," I greeted.

      "Hi." Her gaze was a million miles away.

      "Are you all right?"

      "I'll explain when we're all together."

      Her cryptic response hung between us as we ducked into the room. Declan was already sitting at one of the far computers. He and Marisol shared a knowing look, leaving me on the outside of a private moment.

      "She knows where to find us, right?" Marisol asked.

      "It isn't nice to talk about people behind their backs," Tina quipped as she strode in.

      Marisol turned to me and nudged me forward. I wanted to work up to dropping this bombshell. Maybe some light witty banter to ease into the fact her father was probably an unethical maniac. Tina looked from me to Marisol to Declan and back again.

      "Okay, seriously who died? You all look miserable."

      "I got shot," I volunteered.

      "We didn't have a great weekend," Marisol said, leaving me the opening I didn't want.

      "I don't want to hear about your romance woes," Tina said with an accompanying eye roll.

      "She's not talking about that, Tina," I interjected.

      "Whatever it is, I don't care. We need to get going if we want to find Room 804. According to both of her schedules, my mother is supposed to be at Town Hall until six."

      "You need to hear this," Declan added.

      "Fine, what is it?"

      I dug int the front flap of my bag and pulled out the article I'd found on Kirkpatrick Industries. I handed it over. "I did a little research on the company that owned the building before the library. Clayton Kirkpatrick was the head and he did research into gene editing."

      "Wow, Spencer, you did a Google search," she drawled.

      "Clayton Kirkpatrick is your father," Marisol said softly.

      Tina rounded on her, strands of blue and purple whipped across her face. "And how would you know that?"

      "We saw your birth certificate."

      Tina lunged. I'd never seen Declan move so swiftly as he put himself in her path. She slammed against his outstretched arm and grunted. Marisol took a few steps back and reached for my hand. I squeezed tight in an effort to reassure her.

      "You had no right to dig into my life," Tina spat.

      "You wanted answers about where we came from. This is the answer," I said. “And if you’re going to be mad, you should be mad at me. I had one of the Town Hall employees pull it when we were looking for blueprints.”

      "There's something else," Marisol added softly, holding out a crumpled packet of paper flipped to the final page of signatures. "My parents signed an agreement for Kirkpatrick Industries to help them have a baby. Your father's research wasn't just theoretical. He did it. We're the proof."

      She hadn't told me about this discovery and suddenly her and Declan's look made sense. We weren’t exactly in the best of places so why would she confide in me? Still, it stung a little. Tina ripped the paper from Marisol's hand and angrily turned back to the first page. On the brink of tears, she tossed it on the desk beside her.

      "You just had to be right, didn't you?" She snapped at me.

      "Tina, I'm sorry this is what came out of everything. I didn't want to find this out before you did. Maybe the reason you couldn't was because they kept everything analog. It's hard to hack paper if you don't know it's there."

      She rubbed at her eyes but refused to let the tears fall. "So, we've established my mother is a liar. Let's get the proof. I need to know why she kept this a secret."

      Declan moved to allow her to lead the way out. She kept her distance from me and Marisol as we left school grounds behind. Declan brought up the rear, as silent as ever. Having no desire to hear the mental tirade Tina likely had brewing, I kept my powers in check.

      The library parking lot was sparsely populated when we arrived. I expected Henry to be manning the desk, but he was nowhere to be seen. Some woman I didn’t recognize sat behind the computer. I eyed our destination off to our left. If no one went in on a regular basis, four teenagers traipsing through would draw suspicion.

      "What's the plan?" I whispered.

      "We go in and Declan kicks down the door if he has to," Tina replied.

      "I'm not breaking anything," Declan muttered.

      "We can't all go in at once. It will look like we're up to something," Marisol added.

      "Fine, I'll keep her busy while you three sneak in and I'll join you," I offered.

      "You aren't the flirty type, Spence," Tina mumbled, pulling out the same setup she’d used to get us into Town Hall.

      I ignored her. I could flirt just fine for our purposes. I sauntered up to the desk and cleared my throat. "Excuse me, can you help me?"

      "What do you need?"

      "I'm looking for some information on ..." I stalled out. Maybe I should have thought this through before I came over. I glanced over my shoulder and Marisol mimed what I took to be two people making out. "Uh, romance novels," I finished.

      "What kind?"

      "Sorry?"

      She looked at me, "What sub-genre of romance?"

      "Oh, um, well I'm not sure. Do you have any recommendations?"

      "Well, are you looking for a straight romance? Same-sex romance?"

      "The first one." I caught movement out of my peripheral vision. "Could you maybe get some different ones and I can take a look?"

      She huffed. "Don't touch anything."

      I held my hands up for her to see. She left the desk unattended and vanished into the stacks. I darted to the Restricted sign and slipped through the door before it locked. Tina, Declan, and Marisol waited just beyond the first set of stacks.

      "You have no idea how embarrassing that was," I said.

      "Yes, I do," Marisol said with a giggle.

      "Not funny," I sniffed as we marched between the dusty shelving to the back of the space. The wood paneling along the wall had no space to activate a doorway so we tried the inner wall. Nothing jumped out at us on this wall either.

      "Please don't let it be cliché and hidden behind a book," Tina griped as we reconvened in the middle of the room.

      Declan was nowhere to be seen. The space wasn't big enough to truly lose sight of each other. Maybe he'd found something. His head appeared over a set of books on one of the far stacks. "I think I found something."

      We joined him near the front of the section beside what looked like an electrical box. I hadn't noticed it upon entering. Probably the point. He pulled the front panel clear off exposing a blank screen the size of a human hand. Tina pulled out her lock reader and searched for a spot to plug it in. Finding none, she let out a huff.

      "Maybe it's un-hackable," I suggested.

      "I can't break it open," Declan added.

      "What if you tried your hand print," Marisol said.

      "Right, like that would actually work," Tina scoffed.

      "Doesn't hurt to try," I said.

      Tina shoved her gadgets into my hands and slammed her right hand onto the scanner. A pale blue light ran the length of her hand but nothing else happened.

      "Any more bright ideas?"

      "Welcome Christina," a mechanical voice announced.

      Tina's cheeks flushed, and I caught Declan snicker behind his hand. A section of wall that looked ordinary clicked and recessed to reveal an entrance. I was of the mind that Tina should go first, lest we encounter any other tech barriers. Declan stepped through first. Also, a good option for heading into the unknown. Tina ducked in after him, leaving Marisol and I to bring up the rear.

      "You told Declan about the contract," I said as I trailed her a pace or two, the passage only wide enough to proceed single file.

      "I needed to clear my head and ended up at his place. It's not a big deal."

      "You don't have to justify it," I said.

      "You are still hurt I didn't tell you."

      "Now I know how they feel," I muttered under my breath, realizing this must be what it was like for Declan and Tina.

      The passage slopped downward and soon the ambient light from the library vanished. We all pulled out our cell phones and let the LED lights guide us onward. Right when I thought the passage wouldn't end, we came to a plateau and another doorway blocked by another scanner.

      "You're up." Declan shuffled aside.

      Tina studied the scanner for a minute and shook her head. "It's an iris scan."

      "Your hand print worked before. Maybe your eyes will, too," I said.

      She crouched down and stared into the machine. The same pale light flickered on and ran a vertical and horizontal sweep of Tina's eye. Nothing else happened.

      “One of you two better give it a try,” she said.

      I was about to shuffle forward when Declan nudged Tina out of the way and bent down. The blue light flickered over his eye. The door beeped and slid open like a pneumatic door.

      "You’ve never been down here before, right?” I whispered.

      “Never,” he answered.

      "Cross my heart and all that shit," Tina added.

      We ended up in a hallway with doors branching off at varying intervals. The closest one bore 807. I jogged down the hall to find the numbers ascended. "Go to the left," I instructed.

      Room 804 wasn't hard to find. The sense of anticipation that had been building in my mind since Friday night broke with disappointment when we reached the unassuming wooden door with no window. A simple handle adorned it and I pushed it open to reveal .... an entirely boring boardroom.

      "Well, this is a letdown," I said.

      "There has to be more," Tina shouldered past me and scoured the room for more panels. Her thoughts screamed at me, begging me to assure her we hadn't come up empty-handed.

      "Let's check the other rooms," Marisol said.

      "She's right," Declan agreed.

      Tina ignored the suggestion, frantically searching beneath chairs and under the table. I grabbed her arm and jumped as electric current flowed through me. I staggered back and hit the door frame, my body twitching from the jolt.

      "What the fuck was that for?" I spat, my tongue thick after I bit it.

      "There has to be something here."

      Marisol closed the distance careful not to make contact. "I know you want something to be here. We all did. But this place is huge. We are not done looking. We will find the answers. I promise."

      I expected Tina to snap at Marisol or insult her powers. Instead, Tina straightened, dabbed at her cheeks, and nodded. "You're right."

      Maybe Marisol used her empathy to strike a chord with Tina. Whatever the reason for Tina's sudden acquiescence, I didn't argue. We regrouped in the corridor outside Room 804. So far, our entry remained unnoticed but, with our luck, it wouldn't last.

      "Let's check down this way," I suggested and took off back the way we'd come without waiting for anyone else's opinions. I assumed they'd follow suit. After all, what choice did they have?

      Along the way, we tested handles on the non-keypad doors. They remained locked. We didn't have time for Marisol to pick each one. At the end of the hall we came to a juncture with two more corridors branching off in a T.

      "Which way?" Declan asked from behind me.

      I closed my eyes and listened. Not with my ears, but with my mind. I sought out any other people we might risk running into if we took the wrong direction. I blocked out the swirl of thoughts from my friends and reached out to my left. Nothing jumped out at me. I turned my attention to the right and came up against static again.

      "Shit," I swore and pinched the bridge of my nose.

      "What is it?" Tina came to stand shoulder to shoulder with me.

      "There's someone down that way." I gestured right. "I couldn't get any clear thoughts. Just static. Like with Marisol's ex and your mom."

      "So, it could be either of them," Marisol said.

      "The left is clear. I say we check that out first. Maybe we get lucky and we find ... something." At this rate, I wasn't sure what we expected to find on our little treasure hunt.

      "No. I think it's time we call my mother out for the liar she is." Tina marched forward before I could stop her.

      I didn't want to bear witness to this confrontation. It was bound to get ugly fast. I hung back, allowing Declan to pass me. Marisol fell into step with me and I reached for her hand. She moved a pace ahead of me, so it would be too awkward to get a good grip.

      "Hey, what's wrong?" I whispered.

      "I have been thinking about everything that happened the other night. I am still not sure what all of this means. If we were experiments, if they made us this way, how can we trust what we feel?"

      “If you’re worried about me pushing you to do things you don’t want to, I promise it won’t happen again.”

      "I want to believe you, you know I do. But I can't help wondering, what if we were made to find each other. If what we feel is manufactured."

      I caught up to her and pulled her to a halt. "Even if that’s the case, I think we owe it to ourselves to see where this goes. Maybe someone made us to find each other, but why is that such a terrible thing?”

      "These powers have controlled my life long before I knew they were real. I just want to know that what I feel is true."

      "Marisol Esparza, I know we haven't known each other for long, but I can't imagine being with anyone else. I can't be my whole self with anyone but you. We might be a madman's creation, but you are the best thing to come out of it."

      She blinked tears from her eyes and threw her arms around my neck, careful to avoid my injured arm. I let this hope for our future wash over me, filling me until I believed it myself. “I am starting to see that coming here and finding you were what I needed, too. It may take time, but I want to try and make this work."

      "Come on, let's make sure Tina doesn't bring the whole library down around our ears when she confronts her mom,” I said.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          

      

    

    







            Marisol

          

        

      

    

    
      As we went in search of Tina and Declan, I let Spencer’s determination wrap around me like armor. I had my doubts, but at my core I wanted to believe we deserved this happiness. Besides, we had bigger problems to think about. Given Mrs. Boudreau's demeanor the last time we questioned her about her knowledge of our existence, I doubted the second time would be any different. The screams and burst of fluorescent blue flames emanating from one of the rooms ahead of us was a clear sign the situation wasn’t going well. Spencer pushed past me.

      “Spencer, wait!” I yelled.

      Throwing himself into danger's path yet again, he barreled toward the source of the fire. Part of me didn't want to follow him and see what horror awaited us but the excitement at finally having answers overshadowed my fear and I inched forward. I had almost reached the doorway when I felt waves of anger I had come to associate with Tina. I stepped inside the room to find a bank of computer monitors lining the wall directly across from me. If I could have imagined Tina's ideal surroundings, this would be near perfect.

      Garbled rasps drew my attention from the tech set up. Declan pressed his left arm across the throat of a surprised looking Henry. His hands flickered with sparks of blueish flames, but Declan kept his body angled to avoid being turned into a human torch. Tina and Spencer stood a short distance away. Spencer's eyes were watering and his cheeks burned from exertion. I picked up on frustration. Frustration at the fact he couldn't read Henry’s thoughts. Tina cradled her right arm close to her chest. I took a few steps toward her and winced, her pain so intense my arm ached in sympathy. I really wished I could get these powers under control.

      "What is he doing here?" I addressed the room.

      "No fucking idea," Declan answered.

      I cleared my throat. "He might be able to tell us if you weren't choking him."

      "He doesn't need to talk," Declan argued.

      "I can't read him," Spencer huffed.

      Declan released his hold and Henry slumped forward, one hand pressed against his knee for support, the other massaging his sore throat. "You aren't supposed to be down here," he croaked.

      “Says who?” Tina snapped and advanced on him. Electricity crackled in the air around her, threatening to wreak havoc on the electronics. “Because, I happen to have legitimate access. So, does Declan.”

      His gaze shifted frantically between our group of four before finally settling on me. “If you’ve come to return it, just hand it over.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “The book.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was stalling. The same sort of static I’d encountered when trying to read my ex returned when I extended my senses. “I’ll give it to you on one condition. You answer our questions.”

      He sighed and nodded. “Fine.”

      I retrieved the book from my bag and handed it over. Relief washed over his face and he set the book on the nearby desk.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “How are you blocking my powers?” Spencer interjected.

      “And mine,” I added.

      Henry shoved his hands into his pockets. It made me wonder how he avoided setting his clothes on fire. His mess of blond hair drooped over one side of his face, obscuring the amber color of his eyes. “I’m not sure I’m the right person to answer. Not because I don’t want to. It’s more Lena’s the expert. But from what I understand, she’s found a way to block mental abilities like yours.”

      “I knew she was lying to me,” Tina seethed.

      “You were safer if you didn’t know.”

      “That’s not her decision to make. We’ve been out there risking our lives. Helping people. What have you done, Flame Boy?”

      I wanted to point out Spencer and Declan had been the ones in danger but held my tongue. I also wanted to ask Tina how she hadn’t picked up on his powers from working at the library with him. From the smirk, it didn’t appear Henry minded her pet name and wasn’t fazed by her aggression. “We know what you’ve been up to. You didn’t honestly believe your uncle swept your antics under the rug?”

      “Well, yes,” Tina answered softly.

      Henry laughed. “Lena made sure things didn’t get too dicey for you. She wanted to see how you handled yourselves.”

      “She planned this whole fucking thing? Where is she? I’m going to kill her,” Tina howled.

      This time, sparks flew from nearby computers and keyboards. My phone grew uncomfortably warm in my pocket. My arm ached again in the same place she’d been burned. Someone should get her a first aid kit.

      “Tina, calm down. Starting an electrical fire isn’t going to solve anything,” Spencer said, putting himself in her path. “Besides, I think Henry has more information to share and I don’t think it’s anything your mother is likely to admit.” I got the impression he was trying to tempt her with information about her father.

      “Why didn’t she step in when my ex showed up?” I pressed.

      “Not sure what you mean,” he said, and in that moment, I detested the fact I couldn’t read his emotions to see if he was sincere.

      “Don’t be an ass. He’s been popping up all over town. He shot me, which you’d know if you were really paying attention,” Spencer replied.

      “It’s not who you think it is. I swear I don’t know more than what I’m telling you.”

      “How did you get your powers?” Declan interrupted.

      Henry’s attention pivoted to Declan. He appraised our muscle with a discerning look. Now that Declan wasn’t trying to choke him to death, Henry looked intrigued and it made me wonder if Declan had been deflecting about being gay. “The same way you all did. Look, I’ll go find Lena. She’ll explain things.” He gave Tina a pleading look. “I promise.” Henry scooped up the book and tucked it under one arm.

      “You knew I had that the whole time, didn’t you?” I blurted.

      “I figured, you would hand it over when you were ready.”

      “Did you know we were her experiments?” I pressed.

      Henry stopped at the door, looked over his shoulder and laughed. “You thought this was nature spontaneously producing abilities?”

      He darted out of the room before I could say anything else. The four of us stood in the room eyeing each other. With Henry’s ability to block my power, their emotions hit me like a tidal wave: Tina’s distrust of the situation, Spencer’s curiosity about what we had yet to learn, and Declan’s confusion over Henry.

      “Well, we’re finally getting answers,” I said with the intent to break the awkward tension mounting in the room and distract from the influx of feeling.

      “He’s an idiot,” Tina scoffed and pulled out one of the discs from her bag. “He’ll come after us once he realizes these aren’t in the book.” She marched to a nearby computer set up and popped the disc into the CD drive.

      “You said you nearly fried the last one you tried to decrypt. What makes you think this time is different?” Declan settled against the edge of the desk beside her. This position meant he retained a good view of the door.

      “She thinks that whatever program is supposed to run the discs is already on these computers. She won’t have to hack,” Spencer said. He immediately took a step out of Tina’s reach.

      “Normally, I’d hate you right now, but I don’t have the energy to be mad at you, too,” she muttered.

      With Declan keeping watch, I inspected the cabinets around us. Even if she said nothing, I knew her arm needed tending. I rummaged through the limited set of cabinets adorning the third wall until I found a small medical kit. Spencer appeared at my side.

      “What are you looking for?”

      I held up the First Aid kit. “Tina needs medical attention for that burn on her arm.”

      “Not like she’d admit it,” he said with a snort.

      “Ever since I showed up, you’ve all been in more danger.”

      “This was bound to happen,” he argued, tapping his left bicep.

      “You were doing the heroics for years and you were never shot. It was my ex, or whatever he is, who hurt you.”

      He wrapped both of his hands around my shoulders and spun me around to face him. “I don’t blame you for any of this. You better not either, okay?”

      “Lovebirds, you better come check this out,” Tina called, breaking the moment.

      Spencer and I joined them at the computer. She’d opened a file folder with a listing of names and dates. I found my name near the bottom and I quickly deduced the dates were dates of birth. If I had to guess, there were maybe thirty names.

      “There’s a lot more of us than we thought,” I commented.

      Tina tried clicking on a random name and it requested a password. She tried something, but it blocked her access. “Damn it.”

      “Try another file. Maybe one of our names,” Spencer suggested.

      As she navigated to his name, I sat beside her and pulled up the sleeve on her injured arm. She hissed as I probed at it but didn’t tell me to stop. I lightly applied some anti-burn ointment and wrapped a gauze bandage around it. “You should get checked by an actual doctor.”

      “It’s fine,” she answered through pursed lips.

      Spencer’s file popped up with a password prompt and just like before, her attempt failed. She minimized the window and with lightning quick reflexes opened a blank executable window and furiously input lines of code. I had no idea if it worked. The fact she began searching elsewhere on the computer suggested it needed time to process.

      Tina clicked from one place to another on the screen, finally stumbling upon video footage from outside the library. The time and date stamp indicated the file originated on the night all this madness began. “I always thought it kind of weird the public library had surveillance cameras,” she said before anyone else could speak.

      “I assumed they didn’t want people vandalizing it,” Declan muttered.

      “Play it,” Spencer said.

      She hit ‘Play’ and we watched as I appeared in frame. I moved to the pool of light cast by the street lamp. I turned and there he was, looking as menacing as I remembered.

      “We know he’s a creeper. What’s this prove?” Declan asked.

      Tina tapped a few keys and the video changed, turning my video self into an orange-red blob. I blinked, the transition creating black spots in my vision. The after effect cleared and I only saw one person-shaped blob. “Wait … what did you do?”

      “The camera has heat sensors apparently.” She hit a key and the image returned to normal, showing Jason and me. Another keystroke and he vanished. “I hate to admit it, but Flame Boy was right. Unless your ex doesn’t give off heat, he wasn’t stalking you. Not in person anyway”

      “But we all saw him at Town Hall. He held a gun and pulled the trigger,” I protested.

      “He was a figment of your fears created by someone very powerful,” Tina’s mother said from the doorway behind us. “There are more people out there who pose a danger to you. They’re going to keep coming.”
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      As dramatic entrances went, Mrs. Boudreau nailed the creep factor. I clamped a hand tight on Tina’s shoulder to keep her from flying across the room and electrocuting her mother. To my surprise, Tina didn’t make a move. She didn’t snap at me verbally or in my head. She calmly turned to face her mom.

      “You had the answers I’ve been looking for. You’ve had them all along. Why didn’t you just tell me the truth?”

      “The thrill of discovery isn’t the same if someone simply gives you the answers.”

      “Fuck your discovery, you miserable wench.”

      I’m glad Tina’s snarky response only came through in my head. I had little doubt it would have ended poorly otherwise. The heat sensor footage stalled out on the screen behind us, revealing the program Tina had initiated to unlock the disc’s contents.

      “You don’t need to hack the information,” Henry said softly from behind Mrs. Boudreau.

      All eyes were on him as he slunk past Tina’s mom and gestured to one of the cabinets Marisol and I hadn’t looked in on our search for medical supplies. With an exaggerated huff, Tina rolled across the room and yanked the door open. A neat filing system—Town Hall should get some tips—revealed a folder with each of our names. Tina pulled her own free and I tried to listen in on her thoughts as she processed the information.

      “You knowingly experimented on your own kid,” Tina seethed.

      “Christina, there is so much you don’t understand. Yes, we experimented but all your parents consented. They knew their children would be different.”

      “You made them all sign non-disclosure agreements,” Marisol murmured.

      “We did.”

      “Are you the reason my dad and I moved here?”

      “We placed certain stipulations on our participants, yes. Having you here at graduation was one of them. Your parents bucked the trend by leaving before you were born. I reached out to your father when the time came and offered him a position with generous benefits to ensure your return.”

      “What’s so important that we be here for graduation?” I didn’t bother trying to read her for an answer. I didn’t need the headache.

      “When your parents entered our trial, a schism developed within the organization. To protect you, we required you all be here upon graduation to ensure we could properly monitor your abilities in the right environment.”

      “This sounds like a load of bullshit. Besides, you still didn’t tell me why you’d do this to your own kid,” Tina scoffed.

      “We discovered how to manipulate the human genome to bring out extraordinary abilities. Who wouldn’t want that for their child?”

      “Do our parents know what we’ve been doing?” Declan’s mind was a flurry of disconnected thoughts.

      “Yeah, they do,” I answered before Henry or Mrs. Boudreau could respond. I glanced at Marisol and she nodded. “I heard my parents talking and they said they knew what they signed up for. But they didn’t think I would be put in harm’s way.”

      “Spencer is correct in that they were aware you were working independently to help people. I want you to know that I believe in what you are doing. When I started this program, I wanted to create individuals with abilities to help people.”

      “But there are people out there who want to hurt us,” Marisol said.

      “Yes.” Mrs. Boudreau gestured to Henry. “Which is why we want to make you all an offer.”

      Henry shuffled forward and pulled a stack of papers from the front of the open cabinet. He passed them out. “You really should consider it,” he said as he handed mine over.

      I looked at the page and my vision swam with text. I wasn’t sure what I was reading until Tina burst out laughing hysterically.

      “You aren’t serious. You want us to be lab rats.”

      “No, she doesn’t. She wants to offer us positions,” Marisol argued.

      I studied the paper in my hands again. She was right. Mrs. Boudreau, through the Boudreau Philanthropic Trust, was offering me a full-time, paid internship position for the summer. The description was purposely vague but reading between the lines, they wanted to let us use our powers and figure out our limits. They wanted to help us hone them to help people.

      “I’ll take it,” Marisol said and held her hand out to Henry. “Give me a pen.”

      Henry produced a handful of pens and held them out to her.

      “I get the feeling we don’t really have a choice,” Declan said and plucked a pen from Henry’s fist, too.

      The list of questions I now had continued to grow but if this could give us a chance to really make a difference and help me figure out my next steps, I’d take it, too. There was time to get the truth from my parents later. I wanted to know why they would risk me ending up with some insane power like dragon breath or claws just to have a child. I’m not ungrateful to be alive, but this was an aspect of my parents I’d never seen before. I grabbed a pen from Henry’s hand and scribbled my signature on the bottom of the form and passed it back to Mrs. Boudreau.

      Tina remained the lone holdout. Her mother stood with her arms crossed over her chest. A look that screamed ‘You will do as I say,’ passed between them. Tina matched her mother’s determination and I feared we’d be stuck here, locked in a battle of wills for eternity.

      “You’ll have access to all of the research,” Henry offered.

      Tina blinked. “What?”

      “You can see all of the files. Everything.”

      Her mother nodded, still giving her daughter a stern look. I heard the conflict raging in Tina’s mind. She wanted that unfettered access. It would mean answering every question she’d ever had about our existence. But she didn’t want to give in to her mother. I stepped up to Tina and put one hand on each shoulder, much like I’d done with Marisol a short time ago.

      “We need you with us, Tina. Declan and I would be a mess without you keeping an eye on us and having our backs. It wouldn’t be right to test our powers without you. We started this together and that’s the only way I’m going to finish.”

      “Spencer’s right,” Declan added.

      “Listen to your friends, Christina. Don’t let your anger cloud your judgement. This opportunity is everything you’ve wanted.”

      Tina’s blue eyes sparkled with unshed tears of frustration. She balled her hands into fists, crumpling the internship contract in the process. With more force than necessary, she wrenched the last pen from Henry’s hand and scribbled her name at the bottom of the page. “You better not keep things from us anymore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Henry

        

      

    

    
      Lena left me to handle setting up IDs and showing our newest recruits the back entrance to the underground facility. Spencer and Marisol looked genuinely interested in what we were doing. Tina was surly as usual and Declan, he kept eyeing me like I was going to combust. At least he’d noticed me. I’d been trying to get his attention since before I’d graduated.

      “You know, I know things were a little rocky there for a minute, but I think this is going to be a good partnership,” I said to him, leading them through the bowels of the building and out into the springtime air.

      “I’ve already got one of those,” he said and hooked a thumb over his shoulder at Spencer.

      “Things are going to be a little different going forward. Lena will want to see how you all do with different power combinations. I have a feeling we’ll be working together. Don’t worry, I don’t usually set stuff on fire by accident.”

      “Just keep your flames to yourself.”

      I shook my head and turned to face their quartet. “I’ve got to get your badges printed up and synced to the system. I’ll pass them off at your next shift at the library,” I said, looking at Tina.

      “Whatever,” she muttered and took off.

      The others soon followed, leaving me standing by the side entrance to the building. I pulled my phone from my back pocket and dialed a number I knew by heart but hadn’t put in the phone for good reason. It rang twice.

      “Do you have news?” a gruff male voice asked on the other end.

      “They’re in. All of them.”

      “Keep an eye on them. Especially her. You know what’s at stake.”

      “Don’t worry. They won’t know what’s going on. I know how to do my job.”

      I ended the call and quickly erased it from my call history. It wasn’t a foolproof measure—especially with tech-savvy teenage girls lurking about—but it had kept me safe so far. Pieces of the puzzle were falling into place and our next big step would soon be upon us. For now, I needed to be patient a little longer.
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      I never thought I would miss Spencer’s nerdy quips or his insistence on stupid code names while we were out in the field. But, since we’d signed those forms with Tina’s mother, our crime-fighting duo had been disbanded in favor of “testing” our powers in different combinations. For the last two months, I’d been paired with Henry St. Pierre, a mild mannered librarian turned superpowered pyro lab assistant.

      Which explained why I was currently leaning against a brick wall of a bank that was being robbed instead of busting in and breaking some bad guys’ arms. Henry had a “wait and see” approach that just drives me insane. How were we supposed to test our abilities if we just watched from the sidelines? I’d never taken out bank robbers before. The closest I’d come was messing up some drug runners a few months back. I wanted to add these assholes to my Choke Out list.

      “Why are we just standing here? The action’s in there,” I pointed to the bank.

      “Because that’s what we were told to do,” Henry answered, blue flames dancing in his gloved palm. When we’d first started working together, he’d explained that whatever material the gloves were made from—I kind of stopped listening when he went all science geek—helped control the flames.

      It was a stupid answer and made no damn sense. If my time with Spencer had taught me anything, it was that the good guys—even the ones in masks—didn’t sit around while the criminals actually committed the crimes. They busted in and stopped them before innocent people could get hurt. “Screw this,” I muttered and started for the back of the bank.

      Heat on the nape of my neck was the only warning he gave me before Henry tackled me to the ground. His gloved hands pinned me down, but I could still feel the flames from his power on my skin.

      “You can’t just go running in there without a plan, big guy,” he said, refusing to let me up.

      He may be older than me, but I outweighed him by 30 pounds. Besides I’d spent all of my high school career on the wrestling team and he was no match for me. He’d definitely chosen the wrong tactic to try stopping me. I still had enough range of motion in my right arm to elbow him in the ribs. I heard the wind go out of him and he relaxed his grip. I did a push up, knocking him off balance long enough to get to my feet. Instantly I slammed him against the wall with my forearm pressed against his throat.

      “I want my old partner back,” I growled at him.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t have control over that. Now, let me go,’ he wheezed.

      It reminded me of the time when I’d first learned Henry had powers, too. He’d flashed me that flirty little smile that made me want to punch him in the face. Everybody knew Henry was gay. Personally, I wasn’t interested. Sure, I hadn’t said that in so many words. Still he had to realize me ignoring his dumb sex jokes was a sign that he should just shut the fuck up altogether.

      Shots rang out from inside the bank, drawing our attention. With another shove, I let go of him. “That’s why we should have already gone in,” I snapped and forced the back door to the bank open.

      “You aren’t bulletproof,” he called after me as I snuck through the dimly lit office area.

      Why does everyone keep saying that? It’s not like they have let me test the theory. I stopped short of the vault—which sat open and showed clear signs of being emptied and listened. No more shots. I crept to a window into the lobby area and peered out. Hostages sat corralled against one wall. No one looked like they were hurt, but we’d definitely heard shots. Henry tapped my arm and pointed to the ceiling. I followed his finger to find two bullet holes above the hostages. I also spotted a busted security camera over the front entrance, too.

      “I have an idea,” Henry whispered in my ear. Too close for my comfort.

      I was surprised sirens weren’t wailing in the distance, signaling the arrival of the police. Having narrowly avoided their arrival on many occasions, I knew their response time was better than this. It set my nerves on edge. “Talk fast. They look like they’re getting antsy out there.”

      “You’ve been itching to test yourself and see if you really are bulletproof. Sneak out there and start getting hostages out.’

      “And what will you be doing, pyro?” I turned to see him with a wicked grin on his face.

      “Play with fire, naturally. Wait for my signal.”

      I ducked down and belly-crawled toward the row of teller desks next to where the hostages were lined up. The robbers were across the room, huddled together counting money. I waited for Henry to do whatever he had planned, praying I’d know the cue when it happened.

      The scent of something burning hit my nose about fifteen seconds before the squeal of the fire alarms sounded. I smiled in spite of myself, wondering how long he’d been waiting to pull that particular trick. The sprinkler system kicked on, drenching everyone in the place, myself included. It gave me enough cover to peer out and get the first hostage’s attention.

      “Come on. I know a way out,” I stage whispered and gestured for them to follow me a few at a time.

      The woman who had a manager’s badge pinned to her jacket waved the others on ahead of her. I led them back to the door we’d come in. Henry was waiting, ready to escort them to safety. I went back to find the manager, but she wasn’t where I’d left her. The robbers had clearly noticed their hostages’ disappearing act and grabbed her for close keeping, a gun pressed to her neck. Only now I could hear the distant whine of emergency vehicles racing toward us. I caught Henry motioning to me out of the corner of my eye that we needed to hurry up and leave. I wasn’t going to leave this woman alone though.

      “Why don’t you let her go?” I called, surprised by the steadiness of my voice. I stepped from behind the tellers’ desks with my hands raised.

      The woman’s eyes shone with fear as I tried to assess the situation. I was yet again reminded of how much Spencer’s mind reading came in handy when we were a team. It appeared only one of the assholes had a gun. The others were busy hording their haul and bickering about their escape route. If I could take the leader and gun out of play, Henry had a shot of subduing the other two before the police even set foot on the premises.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Asshole Number One barked, the gun being pressed harder into the manager’s neck.

      “The guy who you want on your side when the cops bust in,” I replied.

      “Yeah? Why’s that kid?”

      I resented his dig at my age. I reached over, pulled one of those little twisty lamps off the nearest desk and with sheer force contorted it into a useless lump of metal. “I’ve got skills you are gonna need to get past them.”

      Asshole considered my offer. Good—if he was busy thinking—he was probably less likely to shoot an innocent woman. I took the opportunity to lob my makeshift weapon at his head. It nailed him squarely in the jaw and he staggered back. His hold on the woman loosened and she took off like a shot past me. Step one complete. I rushed forward and tackled him to the ground hard enough to hear his skull crack against the floor. I wrestled the gun out of his slack grip and tossed it away behind me.

      Once I was confident, he wasn’t going to get up and come after me, I turned my attention to Asshole Number Two and Number Three. They were still greedily counting their water-logged cash. Before I could make a move, a blue fireball zoomed past my head, igniting the only dry part of Asshole Number Three’s jacket. The fabric caught fire immediately and he panicked, flailing his arms around in a pinwheel.

      Apparently, he forgot the sprinklers were still pumping water into the bank lobby. I closed the distance between us and landed a solid punch to his throat, sending him rasping to the floor. His buddy swung the bag of soggy cash at me, but I easily dodged out of the way before it could hit me.

      “Man, you guys are dumb,” I quipped and yanked the bag from his hands.

      “No!” Henry’s voice called out from behind me.

      What’s his problem?

      Asshole Number Two’s face turned ashen as it was speckled with flecks of red. I started to wonder where it had come from before the sharp, burning pain erupted in my shoulder. I looked down to see a neat hole in my shirt with blood dripping down the front. Oh, fuck.

      I tried to lift my left arm, but the muscles screamed in agony. I fought back tears of pain as I turned to find that Asshole Number One had regained consciousness and his control of the gun. My brain told me I should be surprised—horrified even—at the turn of events. But his action paled in comparison to the look of absolute hatred on Henry’s face as he descended upon the thug. His hands burned bright blue as he wrapped them around the barrel of the gun, melting it into the bastard’s skin. Asshole Number One howled in pain, but Henry wouldn’t let up. He pulled one gloved hand away and reached for the asshole’s throat.

      “Stop. You’ll kill him,” I yelled. At least I think I yelled. Everything started going hazy around me.

      “You shot my partner you piece of shit,” Henry ground out through clenched teeth just as the front doors burst open and a tactical unit of officers flooded the scene. There were shouts to put down our weapons and get on the floor.

      “They’re with us,” a familiar voice called as one of the black-clad officers leveled their gun at Henry.

      Officer Nick Boudreau—Tina’s uncle and our former police contact—marched forward and pushed his colleague’s weapon toward the floor. “We had assets on the inside. Stand down. And get a medic in here!”

      A flurry of activity erupted around me and I stood there, immobilized from the shock of being shot. I felt a hand on my good shoulder and turned to see Henry, concern etched on his face. I couldn’t help, but laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” he whispered.

      “I have to tell Spencer he was right. Guess I’m not bulletproof after all.”
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      I knew protocol dictated I report back on the mission—to fill in Lena Boudreau, my boss and head of the secret research lab in town—but I refused to leave Declan’s side until I knew he was okay. He’d gone into shock faster than I had expected as I sat beside him in the ambulance.

      “You got lucky the bullet went straight through,” the paramedic commented, probing Declan’s shoulder.

      I wanted to apologize to Declan. I’d pushed him into testing whether or not he was in fact bulletproof, knowing it was highly unlikely. I’d put him in danger and I hadn’t had his back. It was a small comfort that the doctor wouldn’t have to go digging for bullet fragments.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered once we arrived at the hospital. We were escorted through the emergency room and straight back to a private room. Having been a patient before thanks to the risks we took testing our powers, I knew the staff wouldn’t ask too many questions and we’d be left out of the official police reports. It also meant no one questioned when I continued on through restricted areas at Declan’s side.

      Declan craned his neck as we left the rows of curtained bays behind. “Is it really that bad?” he asked, gingerly poking at his arm.

      When we were finally alone, I exhaled the breath I’d been holding all the way from the ER. “The company has an arrangement with the hospital if any of us get injured on a mission. They treat us and don’t ask questions. Treatment expenses are covered, too. Your parents won’t even see a bill,” I explained, worried I sounded like a robot.

      “You almost melted that guy’s face off,” Declan said, shifting uncomfortably in the hospital bed.

      “Well, he shot you,” I replied. I placed a hand on his arm before thinking better of it. “I pushed you to confront them, I’m sorry. If I’d kept my mouth shut, we wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “It’s not all about you, Pyro,” he said with a small smirk. “Still I can’t believe Sorano was right.”

      Our conversation was cut short though when a young nurse in purple scrubs walked in. Her honey blonde hair was slicked back into a ponytail that accentuated her high cheekbones. “Declan O’Bannon?” she read from the clipboard in her hand.

      “That’s me,” Declan answered with a small wave from his right hand.

      “Looks like you got mixed up in some things you shouldn’t have.” She flashed him a sympathetic smile and he nodded mutely. “Let’s take a look at what we’re working with, shall we?”

      I’d only been to the hospital under Kirkpatrick Industries’ care once for a fractured wrist and the gruff, grey-haired doctor who’d tended to me wasn’t nearly as charming. I stepped out of her way, studying Declan’s reaction to her. He smiled weakly as she unbound the gauze and gently pressed the tips of her gloved fingers to the wound on either side of his shoulder.

      “We’ll get you in for an X-ray and see if there’s any serious damage that would require surgery. How’s the pain?”

      “I can take it,” he said with vibrato.

      “I’ll ask the doctor to give you something for that, too. Let me do that, and then I’ll come take you for your X-ray.”

      “Okay.” He settled back against the pillow, grimacing as he tried to find a comfortable position. I smiled when he looked at me. “What’s that look for?”

      “You were flirting with her,” I said.

      “No, I wasn’t,” he scoffed.

      “I can take it,” I repeated in an exaggerated imitation of him. “I don’t blame you. She’s cute.”

      Declan blinked at me. “You realize she’s a chick, right?”

      “I’m gay, not blind … dumbass,” I answered.

      He shook his head. “You confuse me.”

      At least he was thinking about me. I’d been trying to get his attention for months now. I was convinced there was more to him under the tough guy exterior and I’d made it my mission to uncover what lay beneath. I could say knowing my partner inside and out allowed me to better have his back. Though let’s be real, those chiseled abs were the highlight of many a sexy dream.

      Just then, the nurse came back in and rolled him away, leaving me alone in the room. I pulled out my phone to find several missed calls from Lena’s private number. Well time to check in, I called her back and waited.

      “There were injuries,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone upon answering. She’d probably spoken to Officer Boudreau.

      “Declan got shot. But the hostages got out safe and the robbers were apprehended before they could get away with any of the money,” I offered.

      “How badly is he injured?”

      “They just took him for an X-ray. We’ll know more after that. This one’s on me. I pushed him to go farther than he should have. It should have just been getting the hostages to safety.”

      “We needed to know his limits. And now we do.”

      I began pacing the length of the room. “I think we should team him back up with Spencer. Just for a mission or two while he heals.”

      “And why would we do that?” Her tone was clear; you don’t make these decisions.

      I let out a breath. “Because he’s been asking for his old partner back and if we want him to stay committed, we have to show him we value his opinion.”

      “Please … He’s a teenager who doesn’t know what he wants,” she scoffed.

      I couldn’t argue with her on that point, even if my perspective on his indecision wasn’t what she was talking about. I also suspected Lena’s pushback had nothing to do with Declan and everything to do with her daughter, Tina. Blessed with magnetic powers and a temper, Tina was still as snarky and as miserable as ever, even though she’d been given access to Kirkpatrick Industries’ genetic experiments’ files. Tina had spent the last four years searching for answers to the origin of her powers. Even now that she had them though, she still insisted on pushing her mother’s buttons.

      “When you’re done at the hospital come back to headquarters and we’ll discuss it,” Lena finally said dismissing me.

      “Thank you.” I ended the call just as the nurse returned with Declan.

      “Who were you talking to?” Declan’s gaze was a little unfocused. It was probably from the pain medication.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” I replied with a smirk. “How are you feeling?”

      “Fuzzy. I think the meds are working.”

      “You know, you were right back there,” I said and leaned on the edge of the bed.

      “About what?”

      “If you hadn’t stopped me, I’d have killed that guy.” I studied my hands; the bedding material was soft against my skin. “It was like everything went kind of dark around the edges and I just wanted to hurt him.”

      “Damn, that is some dark shit.”

      “I guess I take offense to people hurting my friends.”

      “Is that what we are?”

      I shrugged one shoulder. “I’d like to think so.”

      “I guess we are,” he agreed without looking at me.

      There were very few times I wished I’d had a different ability. Right now was one of them. How I longed to know what was going on inside his head. Or have the ability to let him in on my thoughts.

      “Ms. Boudreau wants us back at headquarters once they release you,” I said.

      “Oh ... Uh, hope she can tell me how I’m supposed to break this to my parents.”

      “They can handle more than you think.”

      The door to the room swung open and the nurse reappeared toting a metal tray with sutures and scissors. “Well, good news. You got lucky, Declan. That bullet did less damage than we had thought. We’ll just stitch you up and you’ll be on your way.”

      “Really?” Color returned to his pale cheeks.

      “You’ll need to wear a sling for a few weeks, keep the stiches clean and come back. One of the doctors will need to make sure everything is mending properly. But, you’ll be on your way home within the hour.” She looked at me, acknowledging my presence for the first time. “Your friend should probably take you home.”

      “I plan to,” I answered.

      Declan managed not to wince too badly as she gently pulled the bloody fabric away from the wounds and cleaned them with saline. I caught on that his right hand was balled into a fist to hide the pain and had to exert all the willpower I had not to take hold of it and lend my support.

      “You’re all set,” she announced and helped him into a sling.

      “Thank you,” I said on his behalf before he could open his mouth.

      “Try to stay out of trouble, boys.” She handed Declan a business card. “Call and make an appointment in a couple weeks with any of the orthopedic doctors.”

      She left the room and Declan studied the card. He flipped it over and his fingers traced pen marks on the card. I snatched it out of his hand. “Monica Pierce. And would you look at that. She left her cell number for you. She must be one skilled nurse.”

      “That’s not a good look on you,” he snapped and took the card back.

      “And what look would that be?” I had a feeling I knew what his next words would be.

      “Jealousy.”

      “Who says I’m jealous?”

      He opened his mouth to respond, but stopped short. He shook his head and pushed himself to his feet. “Let’s just get out of here, okay?”

      “Sure thing.”
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        * * *

      

      I tapped my badge to get us into the back entrance of headquarters which was below the library. We headed directly for the main office area. Halfway to our destination, three pairs of footsteps thundered in our direction. Spencer, his girlfriend Marisol, and Tina appeared, closing ranks around Declan.

      “This was not a bet I wanted to win,” Spencer protested loudly, no doubt having read Declan’s thoughts.

      “I figured if a little nerd like you could handle it, it wasn’t a big deal,” Declan played off. He turned to Tina who eyed him in silence. “Too bad your boyfriend wasn’t there to save the day.”

      Tina’s face darkened as Spencer snickered behind his hand. They no doubt meant rookie officer Reese Finley. They didn’t know he, like us, had powers. “He’s not my boyfriend,” she glowered.

      “She only wishes he was,’ Spencer added, earning a withering stare from Tina.

      I cleared my throat. “We need to debrief with Ms. Boudreau. But, I’m sure you all can catch up when we’re done.”

      “Actually, Mr. Sorano should join us as well,” Lena said, appearing in a nearby doorway.

      I’d long ago gotten used to her sudden appearances; as if she too had powers we knew nothing about. The fact that all four of them jumped at her voice told me they hadn’t quite adjusted. I watched Spencer give Marisol’s hand a squeeze before he followed Declan and I the rest of the way to where Lena waited. Tina tried to tag along. We watched as her mother shut the door in her face, turning an old-fashioned key in the lock.

      “This is bullshit!” Tina shouted through the door.

      I steered Declan into a chair and leaned on the back of it. Spencer milled off to the side, shooting nervous glances at Lena and I. Lena still insisted we wear the mind dampening tech to keep Spencer out of our heads. Some things are better off kept quiet from a telepath.

      “I want to know what happened today,” Lena said, looking at me, even though I’d already given her a brief rundown during our phone call.

      “We got the assignment to stake out the bank. It was being robbed like we had thought. We went in and I created a distraction so Declan could get the hostages to safety.” It was a watered down, less sensational version of the truth. She didn’t need to know about our little argument that ended with me pressed up against a wall and not in a fun way.

      “And how exactly did Mr. O’Bannon end up in the hospital with a gunshot wound?”

      “Stupid robber shot me,” Declan grumbled, clearly still under the influence of the pain medication.

      “He thought he’d taken out the bigger threat but the guy was able to retrieve his weapon and get off a shot. That was my fault. I wasn’t fast enough to stop him,” I answered, my gaze downcast.

      “In light of this, I think it is smart that Declan take some time off,” Lena answered.

      “Uh, not that this isn’t interesting, but why am I here?” Spencer asked.

      “Our goal is to better learn the extent of your abilities. One way to do that is to pair you up with partners that have different powers to see how well they balance each other. Perhaps it was hasty to split the two of you up without observing you more closely. Once Declan is healed, we’ll see what you two can do together under more controlled circumstances.” She gave me a small nod.

      I took it for what it was—her small concession to keep the peace. With that declaration made, she unlocked the door and gestured for us to leave. Spencer couldn’t hide a wide grin at the news. Declan, doped up as he was on pain meds, smirked, too. I brought up the rear. I expected to find at least Tina waiting for them, but her bright blue tresses were nowhere to be seen.

      “Why don’t I make sure you get home okay. I can help explain things to your parents,” I offered when we reached the exit.

      “Uh, thanks,” Declan mumbled.

      Spencer shot me an inquisitive look, but wandered off leaving us to stand side by side in silence. I reached into my pocket and pulled out my keys, leading the way to the side parking lot used by library employees. I had to still make it look like I worked at the library. Any good vigilante had a solid cover story. And if I was honest, I kind of enjoyed the predictability of the circulation desk. At least there, I knew nothing would end up in a life or death struggle.

      “I’m guessing I have you to thank for the partner swap,” Declan said once we pulled onto Main Street.

      “I thought about what you said and I realized it made sense, at least while you heal up,” I answered.

      “In other words, you felt guilty.”

      I didn’t answer right away. For someone who wasn’t a mind reader, he was surprisingly adept at picking up on my thoughts. “Maybe a little.”

      “Make a left at this intersection. It’s halfway down the street on the right.”

      “I kn—” I caught myself. He wasn’t aware that I’d done a little light snooping before we teamed up. “Thanks.”

      “So, what will you do?” he probed as I pulled up to a red light.

      “Oh, you know, go home, sob into my pillow and journal about it,” I said with a sly smile.

      “Weirdo,” he commented.

      “I’ve been solo before. Let’s just say I rub some people the wrong way.”

      “You mean you hit on everyone you work with?”

      I looked at him and caught the arched brow. “Only the ones I think I’ve got a shot with.”

      Declan let that statement hang in the air between us as I pressed down on the accelerator, speeding away from the intersection and pulling into the driveway of his family’s two-story bungalow. Instead of answering me, he climbed out of the truck, slammed the passenger side door and marched inside.

      I trailed after him, taking in the simple décor of the living room. I’d only ever seen the outside before. God, I’m not a stalker! His parents were nowhere to be seen. Until, his mother appeared from the kitchen, her arms covered in flour up to her elbows.

      “Declan, oh sweetheart what happened?” she fussed, forgetting the mess coating her hands as she raced to him.

      He was quick to dart out of her way and avoided the flour dusting. “Ma, stop it.”

      She caught herself and rubbed her hands on her apron. “You’ve got a friend here, too?”

      “Good evening, ma’am,” I said with a small wave. “I’ve been working with Declan during his internship this summer. There was an accident today.”

      “An accident? What sort of accident?” his father—a thickset bearded man—boomed, appearing behind his wife.

      Declan shot me a look as if to ask ‘how much do I tell them?’. I wanted to reassure him that his parents knew more than he thought about his internship. But I couldn’t communicate that to him in a look and he needed to be the one to explain this to them. He swallowed. “Uh, there might have been a guy with a gun robbing a bank.”

      “We heard about it on the news,” his mother said, gently guiding him toward a seat in the living room.

      “You did?” He sounded confused.

      “Not a lot of big crime like that happens in our town, son. Word gets around,” his father added, keeping his eye on me as I leaned against the wall.

      “Oh, well uh, I sort of took out the guys trying to rob the bank but one of them shot me. The doctor says I’ll be fine,” he said in one long breath.

      His parents shared a concerned look. I suspected they, like my own family, knew generally that he had abilities, but not what they were. His mother was the first to recover and she looked at me. “And where were you when my son was shot?”

      “I take responsibility for it, ma’am. I wasn’t fast enough to stop the shooter.”

      “Henry was helping the hostages get out of the bank. I thought I had the situation under control. I know better for next time,” Declan added, shouldering some of the blame.

      “Well, Declan’s responsibilities for this internship better be on hold until he’s recovered,” his father said.

      “Yes, sir.” I looked at Declan. “I’ll see you around. Rest up, okay?”

      “Yeah. See you around,” he repeated.

      I took it as my cue to leave. As I climbed in behind the wheel, I swore that I saw him peer out at me through the front bay window. I held onto that image as I pulled out of the driveway and left him with his family. Where he’d be safe, for a little while at least.
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      Getting comfortable with a bum arm was harder than I had expected. I was about to down another dose of the pain meds when a knock came at my window. I caught sight of Marisol’s curls and slid the window pane up to let her in. We’d only known each other for a few months, but somehow, she’d become a good friend. Her empath powers also meant she was more likely to call me out on my bullshit than other people.

      “You know, Spencer’s going to suspect you’re cheating on him one of these days,” I commented as Marisol slid the window mostly shut behind her, giving her just enough leverage to open it again when she left.

      “He’s a mind reader. He knows we are just friends,” she answered, sitting on the end of my bed as if she belonged there.

      In a way, it had become her designated spot. Since graduation, she’d been coming over a lot. There wasn’t anything romantic going on between us. Sure, she was pretty, but she was Spencer’s girlfriend. Besides for all the shit I gave him about dating a girl he had met on the internet, they did seem a solid fit. Their powers even complimented each other perfectly.

      “Did he tell you the news that we’re being partnered back up?” I asked, popping the pills anyway.

      “His excitement nearly gave me a heart attack. Literally. He is tired of just sitting around. He misses the danger and he misses you, even if he doesn’t say it often. I know you do, too.”

      I still wasn’t quite used to her reading me like an open book. Most of the time she was good about keeping my feelings quiet. I had a certain reputation to maintain. She’d adapted to her powers well for being alone most of the time. Four years ago, I’d been terrified when my strength increased tenfold and my hands could easily do serious damage. At least I’d had Spencer and Tina to go through it with me.

      After a minute she rubbed her left shoulder, no doubt feeling my pain. “I am so sorry you got hurt.”

      “I guess it was bound to happen. Messing around with assholes with guns,” I said.

      She shook her head. “You don’t have to pretend with me, Declan. I can feel what you do, remember?”

      “Honestly, I get why Spencer passed out in City Hall. It hurt more than I thought it would. I’m surprised I was still standing when the cops busted in.” I pulled the hospital business card out of my pocket and looked at Monica’s cell phone number. “The nurse who treated me was pretty hot. Even gave me her number.”

      “She did not!” she laughed and plucked the card from my hand. “Isn’t she too old for you?”

      I smiled big. It could have been the lingering effects of the pain meds. “We’re both adults and I’m single.”

      “So, you and Lissette did actually break up then?”

      “Yeah. I mean, she’s going off to college in a couple months and I’m staying here. I’m not interested in a long-distance thing.”

      She toyed with a loose curl. “That isn’t the only reason.”

      I wanted to be mad at her for snooping in my head like Spencer used to do, but I found I could actually talk to Marisol. Something about her power let me put down the walls I’d built over the years. Even if it was just for a few hours. “I couldn’t tell her about the whole superpower thing. She wouldn’t believe me.”

      “And you think the only way you can be happy is if you are with someone who knows your secret, or shares in it,” she said.

      “Seems to work for you and Spencer.”

      “It took us four years to find each other and it wasn’t an instant connection like he made it out to be. We’re genetic experiments, Declan. That can put a damper on any relationship. Maybe having someone normal isn’t such a bad thing.”

      “I’m not giving up on finding someone normal. And hey, for all I know, Monica does know about our powers.”

      “There’s someone else who is interested and definitely knows about your powers,” she commented.

      I felt heat rise to the nape of my neck. I knew Spencer thought I was gay and so had Marisol, until I’d confessed the truth. I’d found a few guys on the wrestling team attractive. It wasn’t that I didn’t like girls. My first sexual experience had been with a girl. For a while, I thought it was a phase, but spending time with Henry had confirmed that my attraction to guys wasn’t going anywhere. For all his flirting, I refused to reciprocate. I didn’t want him to think I was just giving in. “I’m not interested in Henry,” I replied.

      Marisol fell into a fit of girlish giggles. I was surprised it didn’t draw my parents’ attention. “That is the biggest lie I have ever heard. And I do not need to be an empath to see right through it.”

      “He’s annoying and so … gay.”

      “And he likes you. He has been trying to get your attention for months now. It is called flirting. You know that thing you do when you want someone to pay attention to you?” she quipped.

      “I know what flirting is,” I muttered. “If I go out with him, he’ll think he was successful.”

      “What is wrong with that?” She sat up with her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Because then it’s like some sort of game.” I hated not being in control of things and giving in to Henry’s passes felt like the ultimate loss of control.

      “You could always ask him out first,” she suggested.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said through a poorly masked yawn. The days’ events were catching up with me. I blinked at her through the sleepy haze of the pain meds. “I never asked how you were doing with everything with your dad.”

      She waved my comment off. “I came to check on you. I am fine.”

      “Still pissed at your dad for lying to you about the whole superbaby thing?”

      “I have tried to get him to explain why he and my mother left town before I was born but he refuses to give me an answer.”

      “Sic Spencer on him.”

      “I want him to like Spencer,” she said. She stood up and gave me an awkward one-armed hug. “I will deal with it. Get some rest. I am getting very tired of my friends being shot.”

      “You and me both,” I said and propped myself up against a pile of pillows, watching her sneak back out the window.
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      “You should wear a fucking bell,” Tina snapped at me the next morning when I walked into the computer hub at headquarters, coffee and chocolate croissant in hand.

      “Morning to you, too,” I replied and sat down beside her. In all the time I’d spent around Tina at the library, I would not classify us as even remotely friendly. At best she was indifferent. I suppose when I held the keys to her mother’s secret and had kept it from her, it made sense she wouldn’t trust or like me. It still didn’t give her license to be a whiny brat.

      She grabbed the croissant right out of my hand and took a bite. “I never see you here this early,” she commented around the mouthful of pastry.

      “Rude, much?” I muttered.

      She rolled her eyes and took another bite. “If you must know, oh breakfast thief, I just felt like it,” I replied. In truth, I hadn’t slept well and hoped giving myself something—anything—to do somewhere I knew Declan wouldn’t be alleviated some of my guilt.

      “You know I blame you for Declan getting hurt, right?” she said, swallowing the rest of the croissant in one final bite.

      “I don’t need your guilt trip, Tina. I have plenty of my own guilt for myself. Besides, I didn’t think you had the mental computing power to give two shits about anyone but yourself. Isn’t that why you’ve been sequestering yourself in here all summer pouring over scientific data you don’t understand?” I countered.

      “Are you calling me stupid?” she snapped.

      “Absolutely not. But, neither of us are scientists. So trying to understand the mechanics of what your mother did seems pointless. What are you hoping to find?”

      “The reason,” she said quietly.

      “If you want to know that, you could just ask her.”

      Tina let out a bitter laugh. “Right because she’s been so open and forthcoming up to this point.”

      “She told you that you’d have access to everything you wanted. Has she lied about that?”

      Tina averted her gaze and fiddled with a few strands of her bright blue hair. Beside her, the keyboard started to smolder. She really should spend less time being an angsty teenager and learn how to focus her abilities or else she was going to seriously hurt someone. “I just can’t figure out why we all got the powers that we did.”

      “Maybe it’s just random. Genetic experiments don’t exactly come with a detailed instruction manual,” I said.

      “This whole program has a purpose she’s not telling us about. I can feel it. So yes, there has to be a reason,” she snapped.

      I pulled out my phone and tapped a couple of apps. Maybe I could start nudging her in the right direction without being too obvious about it. “Hang on, I found something that might be of interest to you. I just sent it over.”

      She glared at me, but pulled up her own phone, immediately engrossed in what had just popped up in her email inbox. Her finger scrolled through the text and she looked up at me. “So my father was a mad scientist and he left my mother holding the bag. I already knew he was an asshole. He left his pregnant wife and just disappeared. What does this prove?”

      “That maybe you’re right and there is a reason that isn’t clear. If you’ll excuse me I need to go back to the bakery, because someone ate my breakfast.” I left Tina to ponder her parents’ motives in creating genetically modified children.
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        * * *

      

      I stood in line, my stomach rumbling loudly, when I felt someone literally breathing down my neck. Getting in my personal space when I’m hungry is a sure way to get burned—Literally. Without the gloves to help channel my pyrotechnics, my flames were prone to leap out of control. I spun, my left index finger was already growing warm, only to find Declan standing there. “Jesus, don’t sneak up on a guy like that.”

      “I wasn’t sneaking. I was standing in line like a normal person. You’re the one about to turn into a blow torch.”

      The surprise at his appearance threw my concentration and I had to consciously will the flames to recede back into my skin. I shuffled forward in line while still facing him. “I just wasn’t expecting to see you. Here.”

      “Well, you said see you around.” He gestured with his good arm. “I think this qualifies.”

      “Yeah, it does. How’d you know I’d be here?”

      “Lucky guess,” he answered with a sheepish grin.

      Something told me Tina had hacked my phone without me noticing. Whether she’d managed it this morning or some other time wasn’t clear. She would end up on the wrong side of the law without a way to wiggle free one of these days. What was obvious, she’d given Declan my location. Which begged the question why? “How are you feeling?”

      “Like a tiny piece of hot metal ripped through me. But, you know, better I think. It doesn’t hurt as much,” he answered in a hushed tone.

      I glanced at the two people behind him, both with earbuds in, eyes glued to their phones. “That’s probably the narcotics,” I offered and scooted up another spot in line.

      “Nah. I took some last night but I think they wore off a while ago. Haven’t taken any more.”

      “Maybe you’ve got a higher tolerance for pain than we thought.”

      “Maybe. So … uh, what are you doing?”

      I couldn’t help, but smile. “Getting breakfast. What are you doing?”

      “I meant today.”

      “No big plans. Pining over this hot guy I know, pouring my deepest secrets into my diary. The usual. Why, is there something I should be doing?” Before he could answer, the person in front of me moved down to wait for their order. The barista looked at me bleary eyed and confused. “Yeah, I’m back.” I said. “I’ll take another chocolate croissant.”

      “They must be made with crack or something,” Declan whispered.

      “I made the mistake of going near Tina.”

      “That would do it,” he agreed as the barista came back with my croissant. I handed over a five-dollar bill and waited for my change.

      I stepped away and didn’t hear what he ordered. I’d intended to take my food and go, but he approached me with a plate of cheese Danish, a muffin, and an actual mug of coffee. I took his tray from him before he could protest.

      “It looks like they’ve got some tables outside,” I said.

      He followed mutely after me until we were sitting at the table farthest from the entrance. In fact, thanks to some decorative hedges, we were pretty well hidden from passing pedestrians and even other customers. “So, what’s the real reason you tracked me down here? Somehow I doubt it would be to carb load.”

      “I wanted to say thanks for helping with my parents last night.” He kept his gaze laser focused on the food in front of him.

      “I didn’t do much of anything. I told you they’d handle it fine.”

      “I don’t think my mom wants me to leave the house. I sort of snuck out this morning. Maybe they were hoping I was invincible, too.”

      “Believe me, I’ve been there. The first time my parents saw what my powers actually were, I thought my dad was going to douse me in flame retardant foam.”

      “They didn’t know about the whole pyro thing?”

      I shook my head, but realized he couldn’t see the gesture. “I think it’s luck of the draw. They knew their kid would be different but they didn’t know how.”

      He went quiet, studying the muffin wrapper on his plate as if it held the meaning of the universe. I knew there was more to this than his surface commentary about his parents’ reaction to his injury. I lacked the power to coax it out of him which was as frustrating as hell. “I uh, need to tell you something,” he finally said, his voice barely audible.

      “I’m listening.”

      He glanced around, as if fearful we were being watched. He scooted his chair closer to the table and leaned in as much as his injured arm would allow. “I know you like me. I know I act like I don’t notice all the quips and looks, but I do. I don’t get why you’re interested but it’s pretty obvious.”

      “I’m guessing that’s not the part you wanted to tell me,” I said.

      “I’m not like you. I’m not gay.”

      Oh, how I wanted to dissuade him of that notion. But I wasn’t about to dictate how he defined his sexuality. I assumed he was going somewhere with this line of thought and I feared it would be the direction I’d been dreading.

      “I like girls … and guys. I guess that means I’m bisexual. That’s kind of the first time I’ve said that out loud.”

      I stared at him. Of all the things I’d envisioned when he started in with essentially his version of ‘we need to talk,” coming out was not anywhere near the top of the list. Crushing my hopes of a chance or telling me he was going to complain of harassment to Lena ranked higher than bearing such a private part of himself to me. “That’s a lot more common than you’d think. And there’s nothing wrong with it.”

      “I act like you annoy me. And well, sometimes you do. But maybe it’s time I actually admit that there’s something there. An attraction or whatever.” He squirmed in his chair, the look on his face telegraphing how foreign the admission felt when voiced aloud.

      “You’ve never been in a relationship with a guy?” I guessed.

      “No.”

      I reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “I’d be honored to chaperone your first foray into the wonderful world of men.”
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      I should have insisted we do dinner yesterday. Less time for me to lose my nerve and just bail on the whole thing. What was I thinking asking him out? This wasn’t me. Was it? The tap on my window caught me off guard and I jerked my bad shoulder awkwardly trying to put on a shirt. Tina poked her head over the sill, gestured for me to lift the sash and invite her in. I sighed and slid the window open, giving her license to enter.

      “I’m kind of busy,” I said and fiddled with the buttons down the front of my shirt.

      “Clearly. Who is the lucky girl?” she prodded and smacked my right hand out of the way, doing the buttons deftly.

      “Not someone you know,” I lied. It was one thing to have the resident empath in on my secret. I wasn’t ready for Tina to know the truth, yet. Something told me she’d take great offense. After all, for four long years she’d been pining after both Spencer and I with no luck. I preferred my girls less alternative and controlling.

      “Did you know my father was conducting illegal experiments on us?” she said and tossed herself onto the bed.

      “What?”

      “I read an article from the local paper from before I was born. He was defrauding people or whatever and playing God. Sounds like a real nutjob. Now, I guess my mother’s left to pick up the pieces.”

      “Why are you telling me this right now, Tina?”

      “I just thought someone else should know. I mean, I guess it gives us an idea why someone’s been targeting us. Maybe we weren’t supposed to know where we came from and now they’re trying to shut us up.”

      “Look, you can go down your rabbit hole of family drama all you want, okay? But do it with someone else. I’m going to be late.”

      She glared at me. “Who else am I supposed to talk to?”

      I couldn’t resist an eye roll. “I don’t know. Spencer or Marisol? They’re both pretty good listeners.”

      That caught her attention and she sat upright, her gaze narrowed at me. “How would you know?”

      “Because I talk to people instead of pretending they don’t exist until they’re useful,” I snapped.

      “You are such a dick, Declan,” she huffed and stormed back to the window. She flipped me off as she climbed out.

      I returned the gesture even though she was long out of view and eased the window shut before heading downstairs. My parents sat side by side on the sofa in the living room, watching the news. Thankfully the news cycle in town was short and the botched bank robbery was already old news.

      “I’m going out,” I announced, leaving the details vague.

      “Don’t be out too late,” Mom replied.

      I gave them a wave before heading out into the mid-summer afternoon sunshine. It could get sweltering during the summer, but we’d gotten lucky to have a pretty mild one this year. I walked slowly down the street, keeping an eye out for approaching cars. I stopped three blocks from my house just as Henry’s truck pulled up.

      “Don’t worry, I didn’t even drive by your place,” he commented as I climbed in. He gestured to my sling-less arm. “I thought the doctor said to keep that immobilized for a few weeks.”

      “I don’t think I need it. I mean it’s still kind of sore but it feels like I’m already getting my range of motion back,” I answered. It was partly true. It didn’t hurt nearly as much as it had two days ago. And my range of motion was returning. But I didn’t want to look like a loser showing up to some fancy restaurant with a bum arm.

      “That’s impressive,” Henry commented and pulled an illegal U-turn in the middle of the street.

      “I guess I’ll be back out in the field with Spencer pretty soon,” I said.

      “Sounds like it.”

      I caught an odd look on his face as he turned to look at me. I couldn’t tell what it was and he didn’t seem inclined to share his thoughts. Did he think I had a thing for Spencer? “You know he’s got a girlfriend, right?” I blurted before I could stop myself.

      He gave a nervous laugh and drummed his fingers against the steering wheel. “I’m well aware. I didn’t think you liked him or anything.”

      “Oh, good,” I said, relieved. I looked at our surroundings as we left Everston behind. Where are we going?

      Henry grew quiet as we continued along the highway for a solid fifteen minutes before turning off into the parking lot of what was apparently a rustic bar and grille. He parked and climbed out, leaving me sitting immobile in the passenger seat.

      “Come on.” He called, flashing me a confident smile.

      After another moment of indecision, I left the solitude of the truck behind and followed him inside. The interior matched the promised description of the place perfectly. The walls and floor were hewn logs, sanded down until they were smooth. Simple metal light fixtures hung above our heads, casting a warm glow over everything, including the hostess in cowboy boots.

      “Table for two,” Henry said, keeping his distance from me and his hands in his pockets.

      Her gaze flitted between the two of us for the briefest of seconds before she scooped up two menus and said, “Right this way.”

      I trailed Henry by a few paces, the tiny hairs on the back of my neck standing at attention as we passed other people eating dinner. No one seemed to notice us and the hostess sat us in a back corner. I took the seat against the wall, leaving Henry to have his back to the rest of the dining room. He didn’t seem to mind. I watched him as he settled into his chair, taking the opportunity to really give him the once over. Like I would to any girl I brought on a date. His usually floppy hair was slicked back and he wore a pale green shirt that accentuated his eyes. The warm lighting turned his dark skin almost bronze. There was no denying he was a good-looking guy.

      “You done silently objectifying me?” he said with a smile.

      “I wasn’t …” I trailed off. That’s exactly what I was doing. “Sorry.”

      “We’ve all been there and done it. Some of us have better practice at covering it up. Don’t think I didn’t notice how tight that shirt is. You’ve got muscles,” he said with a twinkle in his eye.

      I was suddenly grateful for the lighting. It wouldn’t be quite as obvious when my cheeks burned bright in embarrassment. I hadn’t put a ton of thought into what I was wearing. But, as I surveyed myself, he was right. The shirt did show off the muscles that came both from my powers and my years of conditioning for wrestling. “So, what’s good to eat here?” I hoped a change of topic would make me feel less uncomfortable.

      “They’ve got pretty good steaks if that’s your thing. Their seafood is decent, too. Though I’d stay away from the scallops. They always undercook them.”

      “Good to know.” I busied myself with reading the menu so I wouldn’t have to look at Henry. How many guys have sat across from him, getting the same menu suggestions?

      Our waiter came by and dropped off glasses of water before hovering beside our table in silence, eager for us to order. Finally, Henry looked over and said, “We still need a few minutes.”

      “Right,” the waiter said and slunk off to tend to a nearby table.

      “I should also mention the staff are a little uh … clingy,” Henry stage whispered to me.

      “You bring all your dates here?” I asked, setting the menu aside. Time to take the leap and actually treat this like a date.

      “Nope. Just the ones I want to impress.” He took a sip of water. “So, did I finally wear you down or did something else change your mind about giving this a try?”

      Did I lie and stroke his ego or did I tell the truth? Was I even sure I could separate the two? “Both. A friend pointed out that if I feel like this about guys, I should see what it’s all about. And you know, you made it painfully obvious you were a willing guinea pig.”

      “Not the most romantic of reasons but I’ll take it.” He stopped talking as the waiter returned with a determined expression.

      We weren’t going to get away with not ordering this time. So, after flipping through the menu one last time, we placed our orders. When we were finally free of the hovering waitstaff, Henry propped his elbows on the table and rested his chin in his hands. “So, I’m going to ask and you don’t have to answer if you don’t want, but when did you know that you were attracted to both guys and girls?”

      Everything in me said to just deflect and not answer the question. It was too personal for a first date. And I hadn’t even shared it with Marisol. But I was not a coward. If he could own his truth, I could start on the path to owning mine. “Honestly, it was around the time my powers showed up. I had just tried out for the wrestling team freshman year and I saw some of the seniors working out in the gym. And you know … it kind of turned me on. I have no idea if the two are connected, though. And that scares me.”

      “What do you mean?” he probed.

      I exhaled. “I spent four years not knowing where these powers came from. Now, I know that they were created in some lab or whatever. Someone went in and poked around in my DNA. What if they made me like this when they messed with whatever genes give us these abilities?”

      “I’d love to say you’re worrying over nothing. But, I can’t. Sexuality is as much genetic as anything else. And turning different sequences on or off could play a part. But, even if it did, does it really matter? It’s who you are.”

      “But what if this wasn’t supposed to be who I am? What if I wasn’t like this if they’d just done nothing and left things alone?”

      “We can’t possibly know that. And we certainly can’t change it now.” He lowered his hands and made a move to reach me. I pulled my hand away before he could make contact.

      “Maybe not, but it doesn’t mean I can’t wonder if these powers messed me up somehow.”

      “Just so you know, I didn’t start flirting with you because you had powers or because they might have had some small influence on your sexuality.”

      “Then why did you?”

      “Because I thought you were hot and I wanted to get to know you. The guy under the tough guy exterior. I want to know what he likes and doesn’t like. I still want those things and I hope you said yes to a date with me because that’s what you want, too.”

      “I guess I was hoping you were less annoying when you weren’t trying to get my attention all the time,” I said with a half-smile.

      “Oh, I’m still annoying. But in a more endearing way,” he answered.

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” I said as our waiter returned with food.

      The ambient noise of the restaurant took over as we ate. I caught him watching me a few times, but he looked away before saying anything. Even I could tell there was something he wanted to say to me.

      “Whatever you want to say, you should just say it,” I finally said, setting my fork and knife down on my now-empty plate.

      “It’s nothing,” he said.

      “That’s a lie. I can make you tell me,” I said, flexing my right arm for emphasis.

      “It’s work-related and I promised myself I’d leave that stuff outside.”

      “Well, it is something we have in common,” I pointed out.

      “I just wonder if you think we’re actually making a difference,” he answered with a drawn-out sigh.

      I considered his statement for a minute. Making a difference and helping people had been the goal when Tina, Spencer and I had started out years ago. I liked to think we’d done our share to keep our town safe. Sure, things had gotten more dangerous in the last few months, but we couldn’t expect to just deal with muggers and half-assed kidnappers who barely put up a fight. “I think we are. I mean, we saved all those people a couple days ago and that bank didn’t lose a dime.”

      “At a price,” he reminded me.

      “Going out and choosing to protect people always comes with risk. If you think about it, we’re not that different from the cops. We’ve just got added firepower they don’t,” I answered.

      “When the internship ends, what are you going to do?”

      I hadn’t thought about it. To be honest, I hadn’t paid much attention to when this supposed internship ended. “You don’t have to keep calling it that.”

      “Well it has a more pleasant sound to it than contractual requirement of an agreement our parents entered into on our behalf before we were born.”

      I laughed. “When you put it like that, I guess it does sound better. And, I don’t know what I’ll do after. I hadn’t really thought that far ahead.”

      “These powers aren’t all we are. Don’t forget that.” He downed the rest of the water in his glass. I half-expected our waiter to materialize and refill it, but he was nowhere to be seen. “Before all the powers, what did you want to be when you grew up?”

      “I don’t remember. I was a little kid. It probably changed every week.”

      “I bet no matter what it was, it was always going to be to help people. You chose to do that with your powers. It didn’t just spontaneously pop into your head. That notion to do good was there before.”

      “Okay, Mr. Philosopher, what did you want to be when you were a kid?”

      “A doctor.”

      “For real?”

      “I had a cousin who had a heart condition. For a while I wanted to be a cardiothoracic surgeon so I could fix people’s broken hearts.” Again, he looked like he wanted to say more, but stayed quiet.

      “God, you were sappy even as a little kid,” I snorted.

      “Some things never change.” The waiter chose that moment to reappear and hand Henry the bill. He slid a credit card into the slot and passed it back.

      “Damn, look at you. Credit card and everything,” I teased.

      “Don’t get too excited. I share it with my parents so they see all my charges. Really puts a dent in all that porn watching.” That easy, flirty smile was back and he seemed more at ease.

      “Too much information,” I said.

      Within ten minutes we were sitting back in Henry’s truck in the parking lot. It was still early and I wasn’t ready to go home. “Can I show you something?” I finally broke the silence.

      “Sure.”

      “Head back to town, I’ll tell you where to go.”
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        * * *

      

      The clearing was a pretty well-hidden place. I only knew one other person who came here regularly and we’d reached a mutual agreement long ago to share it. Besides, it wouldn’t be as comfortable as it was without my help.

      “This is nice. How’d you find it?” Henry asked and sat on the single bench overlooking the end of the clearing and the ravine below.

      “Believe it or not, Spencer found it. Helped him cart that bench here to make it more comfortable. I guess it’s far enough away from people it keeps his head quiet.”

      “Does he know you come here, too?”

      “We’ve got an arrangement. One we don’t really talk about but yeah, he knows.” I hesitated before sitting beside him.

      “I think his friendship means more to you than you want to admit.”

      “Whatever,” I muttered.

      We sat there in the quiet stillness of the clearing and I let it calm me. I had survived dinner and it was even sort of fun. But here, in this secluded place, I worried Henry would expect certain things to happen. I wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.

      “Something serious is going on inside that head of yours. Care to share?” he commented.

      “I just …. I don’t want you to think because I brought you here that it means stuff’s gonna happen.”

      He leaned back and held his hands up. “Whoah. I don’t know what you do with your dates after a first date but I’m not about hooking up.” His tone carried a joking quality.

      Relief washed over me and I sunk back against the bench, tension melting out of my shoulders. “Good.”

      “I mean, I’m not above a little making out but yeah, all the way just cheapens things too much.”

      “I don’t think I’m ready for that either,” I mumbled.

      He reached over and squeezed my hand. “I’m down for whatever.”

      A part of me wanted to pull out of his grasp. But that was the same part that wanted to shove me back into the closet. Or wherever it was I’d been hiding. If this was who I was, I needed to embrace it. So, I let him sit there with his hand wrapped around mine as the edges of the sky finally shifted from deep purple to blue.

      “I hate to ruin the moment, but I actually need to get home,” Henry said abruptly.

      “You have a curfew?” I snickered.

      “Nothing like that. I am a happily self-sufficient twenty-one-year-old thank you. Just remembered I have some things I need to do and they have to be done tonight.” That odd look came over his face again, but I didn’t have time to question it— it was gone in an instant.

      “Oh, yeah. Okay.”

      “I’ll drop you at the other end of the street,” he offered as we started back to the truck.

      Before he could round the hood to the driver side, I grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to me. Our lips met and I swear there were actual sparks. It could have been my imagination or Henry’s powers, but I chose to believe they were a reaction to finally giving in to feeling something for him. I could feel the barest bit of stubble on his chin rubbing against my lip as he slowly pulled away. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling.

      “And here I thought you weren’t into making out on first dates,” he said.

      “It was a goodnight kiss,” I corrected him. “Besides, I had to get it in before we got back to civilization.”

      He grinned back at me. “Okay. I get you. Come on, let’s get you home before you turn into a pumpkin.”

      “You’re the one with some weird ass non-curfew,” I quipped as we climbed into the vehicle.

      We pulled up to the end of my street and Henry put the truck in park. I slid the seatbelt off and reached for the door when he leaned over and kissed me. That spark was still there, all but confirming I was definitely attracted to him. “Now you have something to remember me by,” he whispered with a wink.

      “See you around, Pyro,” I said and left him sitting there with a dopey grin on his face.
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      The night had gone far better than I’d expected, at least on the romance front. I’d expected Declan to put up walls, but he’d started to lower them, even if it was just a little. But, the rate at which he was healing worried me. Not that I didn’t want him mended sooner rather than later, but because of what it meant about his powers. It appeared, in addition to increased strength and hands of steel, his body could recover from injury faster than most people. A fact Lena would be eager to learn and one I wasn’t keen to tell her about just yet.

      I was halfway up the back steps to my apartment—I was lucky to make enough from working with Lena to pay for a small studio apartment—when an icy chill danced up and down my spine. I closed my eyes before the image of my parents burning alive could materialize.

      “Want to tone it down, Felipe?” I called out, still refusing to open my eyes.

      A lithe tan-skinned guy my height materialized from the shadows and gave me a sheepish look. “Sorry. I didn’t know if you were alone.” On the power spectrum, Felipe fell on the creepy end. He could show a person their worst fear, like he’d done to Marisol a few months ago.

      “Right, because I was going to bring my date home tonight,” I muttered and unlocked the door to my apartment. He followed me inside.

      “How’d it go?” he probed.

      “Better than I thought it would. Even got a goodnight kiss,” I answered and flipped on the light in the room that doubled as my bedroom and living room.

      “Love is in the air,” he said with an over the top eyelash flutter.

      “Fuck off.” I settled on the futon, leaving Felipe to grab one of the two chairs around my small kitchen table or take up residence on the floor. “I thought I was supposed to be checking in with our mutual friend by email today,” I added when he finally decided on a chair.

      “Oh, this is a social call. Checking up on my friend. I really was worried about how your date went,” he said, tipping the chair onto the back two legs.

      “And I told you it went well. Nothing more to share.” He didn’t need to know the intimate details. Besides, I didn’t want to jinx things. My dating history wasn’t exactly spotless. Fire couldn’t hurt me, but I’d burned more than a few exes—quite literally. I wouldn’t admit it to Declan, but part of why I’d been shamelessly flirting from a distance had everything to do with the fear I’d hurt him if we got too close.

      “You sure you didn’t get a little handsy?” he teased.

      “You are such a pervert,” I said and threw a pillow at his head.

      He batted it away with a laugh. “Seriously, dude. I hope you know what you’re doing, Henry. This comes from a place of wanting you to be happy, but you know, mixing work and pleasure usually ends badly.”

      “I’m well aware. But I’ve got things under control. Now, if you don’t mind, I do have some work to take care of. Alone.”

      “Right. ‘Work’,” he said with air quotes for emphasis.

      I flipped him off as he righted the chair and left me alone. I appreciated his support, but a part of me didn’t believe this had been just two friends catching up. He’d been fishing for information that I needed to provide straight to the source, to our mutual friend. I took several breaths to regain my resolve before retrieving my laptop and logging into my email. I opened a new message and composed a short note with the subject, ‘New Development’.

      Henry St. Pierre: There’s been a new development. Super strength comes with rapid healing. Not sure to what extent the body can bounce back or if there is a point at which there is too much damage to rebound.

      My hand shook as I hovered the mouse over the ‘Send’ button. Once this information went out onto the net, there was no taking it back. I had a job to do, no matter what I felt for Declan. I’d let him in and give him someone he could confide in. I just had to hope he’d understand if he found out his secrets weren’t entirely safe with me.
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        * * *

      

      Like many nights lately, I barely slept. I tossed and turned, waking up covered in sticky sweat and slightly singed sheets. I kicked the blankets off and staggered to the shower, letting the water wash away the anxiety of what I’d done. If I was lucky, things would blow over before I saw Declan again.

      My luck wasn’t quite that good. I stepped out of the shower to a loud pounding on my door. I should have realized pants were a necessity before greeting unexpected early-morning guests, but the exhaustion that came with a bad night’s sleep hadn’t cleared the fog from my brain yet. So, there I stood in a towel staring at Tina Boudreau, holding a paper bag and a cup of coffee.

      “You’re at my apartment. Why are you here?” I mumbled.

      “Here’s food. I’m apologizing,” she said and shoved the bag at me before traipsing into my apartment without an invitation. She made a dismissive noise as she surveyed my living space and then glanced at my towel-wrapped waist. “I thought it would be bigger.”

      I finally had the sense to realize I was basically naked in front of my boss’ daughter and set the food down in favor of finding clothes. I darted into the bathroom, to re-emerge a minute later fully dressed. “Why are you thinking about my apartment at all?” I commented and peered inside the bag to find another chocolate croissant.

      “I don’t know. I just figured you’d live someplace swanky.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I essentially live on a librarian’s salary. News flash, it isn’t all that much.” I took a bite of the pastry and stared at Tina. “Not that I don’t appreciate the gesture, but apologies aren’t really your M.O.”

      “A girl can change. Besides I guess, I do sort of owe you. I started looking at all of the powers on file. There are a lot of defensive powers.”

      “Yeah. I suppose that’s true,” I said with a small nod, unsure where she was going with this.

      “Jeez … I’m trying to give you credit, moron.”

      I rolled my eyes and turned my attention to the coffee. It was too bitter. “Did you talk to your mother about things?”

      Her relatively genial manner melted, replaced by that hard exterior she’d been putting up for years. “No. I tried but she wasn’t interested in talking to me.”

      I doubted she was speaking the truth. If Tina could find an excuse not to talk to her mother about anything, she’d take it. To a point, I could understand Tina’s frustration. Her mother had known this secret about her daughter from her birth and yet had left Tina to fend for herself. Puberty was complicated enough without adding in superpowers.

      “Look, I know it’s uncomfortable. If you just sat down and told her how you feel about everything, I’m sure she’d listen.”

      “You don’t know my mother,” she snapped.

      On the contrary, I did. I’d spent the last three years in Lena Boudreau’s employ and in that time, I’d become a trusted member of the inner circle. I’d felt bad lying to Tina and her friends for months. I had to watch as they struggled to do good in town and hunt down their origins when the answers were literally right under their noses.

      “I think I know her pretty well. Approach her as a daughter just wanting to get to know her mother. She’ll be receptive to that.”

      She pouted at me. “Why do you think she kept all of this secret for so long? If we’re in danger like she says, shouldn’t we have known what was going on from the start?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t agree with her stance on keeping things quiet like she did. You were always smart and she had to know you’d go digging. I think maybe like all parents she wanted to protect you from what the world holds,” I said.

      “I’m not a little kid. I don’t need protecting.”

      “Like I said, talk to her. Lay your cards out on the table and see what she says.”

      She started to say something, but her phone buzzed making her entire lower half vibrate. She pulled her phone free from her pocket and studied it in silence. “Declan’s an idiot.”

      “What happened?” I failed to hide the concern in my voice.

      “He says he’s going back out in the field already. He can’t have gotten the all clear yet. He was really banged up.”

      “That does seem fast,” I agreed. I hoped she didn’t pick up on the lack of surprise in my voice.

      Without a word she started for the door. I stopped her before she could leave. “Where are you going?”

      “To talk him out of it,” she answered and raced out of my apartment.

      I wanted to follow after her. The longer Declan remained on the sidelines, the less chance there was for the wrong people to get wind of his newfound healing ability. But that would also tip my hand showing that I knew more than I should. After all, as far as anyone else knew, we were just work partners. Nothing more.
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      Marisol was the only one at headquarters when I arrived. I’d texted Spencer and Tina in a group chat to let them know, I was ready to get back to fighting the bad guys.

      “Aren’t you worried it’s too soon?” Marisol asked when she spotted me.

      “I can’t just sit around doing nothing. I need to be out there. Besides, we’re getting the gang back together.”

      She smiled at me. “Be careful Spencer doesn’t pick up on how happy you are. You will never hear the end of it.”

      “Noted.” I settled into a chair beside her.

      She side-eyed me. “You are in a very good mood. It went well yesterday?”

      “It was … good. There was a kiss. Well, actually two.”

      She arched a dark brow. “Really? That fast?”

      “I figured, if I’m going to see where it goes, I had better give it my all. There was definitely a spark. Not something I’ve felt in a long time.” I’d had that feeling with a girl before but we hadn’t worked out in the end. Maybe this time would be different. “I’m still not ready to tell Spencer and Tina, though.”

      She mimed locking her lips and throwing away the key. “I will not say or think a word.” After a beat, she said, “So, do you think you will go out again?”

      “It’s on him to do the asking this time,” I replied.

      Before she could comment, the door behind us opened. Tina and Spencer stumbled through it—trying to see who could get inside first. Spencer won, he’d had a slight advantage.

      “This is amazing news. But, you’re sure you’re ready?” he said, his gaze narrowed behind his glasses.

      I recounted sports trivia in my head to keep his prying powers at bay. “Yeah, I’m fine.” I pin-wheeled my left arm for effect, showing them that it was almost healed. It only hurt a little bit. Not enough that I was willing to sit at home doing nothing. My parents didn’t’ know I was getting back to “work” so fast. But, they didn’t have to know.

      “You got cleared by a doctor?” Tina questioned.

      “Would I be here if I hadn’t?” It was a lie. I hadn’t called the hospital for any follow-up.

      They all seemed to buy my response. “So, do we have an assignment yet?” Spencer asked.

      “No clue.”

      Tina pulled out a tablet I hadn’t realized she’d been holding and started tapping away on it. I learned long ago to give her space when she was doing her hacker thing. “According to the 9-1-1 database, there’s a home invasion in progress,” she announced.

      Spencer cleared his throat. “I’m pretty sure your uncle warned you not to go hacking databases like that again.”

      “He said if I did, he’d tell my mother. Well, it’s an empty threat now, isn’t it? She knows already. So, it can’t hurt. Besides, it gives you two something to do.”

      I looked at Spencer. “Come on, nerd. Let’s go save some people.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not sure this is such a good idea. What if they have guns?” Spencer whispered as we approached the address Tina had given us.

      “I dodge,” I quipped.

      “Not funny. We’re even in the getting shot department. I’m not eager for either of us to repeat that experience. Maybe we should let the cops handle this one,” he said as we ducked out of view from the front of the house. Anger suddenly passed over his face. “On second thought, let’s take these guys out.”

      “What changed your mind?”

      “Jessie,” he answered, as if that was supposed to mean anything to me.

      “Gonna need more than a name.”

      “The little girl we saved from being kidnapped. You broke the dude’s arm and wrapped him in a parking meter.”

      “Oh, right. That was pretty awesome,” I recalled.

      “I told her if she needed me, I’d be there.” He crept up to the front window and peered over the windowsill. I crouched beside him and caught sight of a man in a mask holding a gun on a woman sitting in a kitchen chair, hands tied behind her back.

      “Can you tell how many people are in the house?” I whispered.

      Spencer closed his eyes, his entire face going slack as he concentrated. I’d never really paid attention when he used his powers. It always seemed to just come to him. By the color draining out of his face, I guessed it wasn’t good news.

      “Jessie is in there but she’s hiding. She’s scared.”

      “Is it just the one guy in the living room?” I prompted.

      He shook his head. “There are two more guys upstairs. I think they’re getting close to finding Jessie. We have to do something.”

      At that moment I wished for the power of invisibility. It would make sneaking into the house easier. I motioned for Spencer to follow me around the side of the house. The back door was already open, evidence of a crowbar marked the door and the door jamb. I nudged it open with my foot, holding my breath as I waited for it to betray our entry. Lucky for us it was quiet. Which probably explained why Jessie’s mother had been caught off guard.

      “I’m going to find Jessie,” Spencer hissed and started toward a back set of stairs.

      I grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “We have to assume they are all armed. You aren’t going up there alone. You might be able to get in their heads, but you aren’t the one with the power to take them out.”

      “I can do this,” he argued and pulled out a Bluetooth headset, a reminder of our solo operations.

      I wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but I still carried mine, too. I stuck it in my ear. “Look. We go together. I can take them out, you get the girl.”

      “What about the one down here?”

      “I’ll deal with him when we know Jessie is safe. But I’m going to need you to be my ears, okay? Get inside his head and tell me what he needs to hear.”

      “I can do that,” Spencer agreed.

      I stepped in front of him to lead the way up. I could hear the slamming of drawers and the banging of doors being thrown against their hinges as we made our way to the second floor. Spencer gestured to my left and I could see a masked assailant rifling through a chest of drawers. He was too focused on his task to notice as I crept into the room.

      “Hey, asshole!” I called and slammed a foot into his solar plexus before landing an uppercut with my right arm. He went down like a house of cards. I glanced at Spencer. ‘Find something to tie him up’.

      Spencer disappeared down the hall, reappearing moments later with a mess of bungy cords. They’d have to do. I stretched one farther than it probably was meant to and wrapped it around the guy’s wrists and ankles until he couldn’t move. I dragged him out into the hallway and used a second cord to secure him to the railing.

      “Where’s the girl?” I hissed.

      Spencer closed his eyes again and pointed to the far end of the hall. I caught movement that way and my heart skipped a beat. Given the lack of screaming, the third guy hadn’t found her. Yet. Without waiting, I barreled down the hallway and burst into the room. The walls were a vibrant shade of purple to match the curtains and canopy bed. This asshole was bent double, rifling through more drawers.

      “Hey moron, you aren’t gonna find anything in there,” I said and waited for him to turn around.

      “Who the fuck are you?” he growled before crumpling to the floor. Spencer held a lamp in both hands right behind him. I hadn’t even seen him move.

      I secured him to the other thug in the hallway and waited while Spencer retrieved Jessie. She’d hidden herself in the closet. Her eyes were wide with fear as she crawled out.

      “It’s you,” she said in a trembling voice.

      Spencer bent down and smiled. “I told you if you were in trouble, I’d be there.”

      “Where’s my mom?”

      “We’re going to help her next. Did you call 9-1-1?” Spencer probed in a hushed tone.

      She nodded. “I heard men yelling and my mom screamed so I hid and called the police like my dad showed me.”

      “You did good. They are coming to help. We’re going to get your mom but I need you to stay really close to me. Can you do that?”

      She gripped his hand tightly and we headed for the stairs, creeping back down to the first floor. It was eerily quiet, not a good sign. I stopped just out of view of the living room. I could still see Jessie’s mom tied to the chair and her captor pacing back and forth. He wasn’t talking and I shot Spencer a look over my shoulder.

      “What’s on his mind?”

      The answer came faster this time. “He’s worried about where his brothers are. And he’s worried about somebody named Ramone finding out they don’t have the money.”

      He shrugged not knowing what it actually meant. Leaving that for me to decipher. “I could use a name.”

      “Patrick.”

      I took a few deep breaths, held my hands up where he could see them and stepped into his line of sight. I had a few seconds while he was trying to sort out the confusion of seeing a new face. “Patrick, your brothers aren’t coming.”

      “Who are you?”

      “It doesn’t matter who I am. Except to know that I’m not going to let you hurt this family or steal their stuff. I’m sorry if Ramone isn’t going to be happy with you, but whatever it is you owe him isn’t getting taken care of by doing this.”

      Patrick leveled his gun at me. It was the second time in a week I’d had a weapon focused on me. His fingers shook around the grip making it clear he didn’t want to use it. “How do you know about all that?” he stammered.

      I was about to make up an answer when sirens wailed. I caught the blur of red and blue emergency lights as the police pulled up. It was time for us to make our exit. While Officer Boudreau was aware of what we were up to, this wasn’t exactly a sanctioned outing—no one, but Tina and Marisol knew we were here—and I didn’t want to see what happened if Mrs. Boudreau got mad at us. So, instead, I said, “You aren’t getting out of this. The police are right outside. If they see that gun, I bet they shoot first and ask questions later. You don’t want to leave your brothers alone like that do you?”

      “You hurt them?” he accused.

      “They’re fine,” I answered. “But, you really should put that gun down. No one wants anyone here to get hurt. Right?”

      He rubbed the back of his gun hand across his chin, considering my suggestion. He finally laid the weapon down and kicked it away. Jessie’s mom stayed quiet the entire time, but I could see unshed tears in her eyes.

      “You need to surrender,” Spencer said, appearing from the stairwell. Jessie clung to his arm.

      Patrick nodded. “I’ll surrender.” His voice lacked emotion though, like the words weren’t entirely his. He marched to the front door, opened it and loudly announced. “I’m surrendering.”

      Outside, several officers descended on him, quickly tackling him to the ground. I saw Officer Finley among them. Tina would be pissed she had missed this. I focused my attention on freeing Jessie’s mom. “My daughter,” she sobbed, she finally let the tears fall.

      “Mom!” Jessie called and raced into the room just as I freed the woman’s hands.

      “Oh baby!” She pulled the little girl close. “Thank you. I don’t know how you did that. But thank you.”

      “The other two are tied up on the second floor. We’d appreciate if you, uh, didn’t mention us to the cops,” I said.

      She nodded, relieved that she and her daughter were okay. Spencer and I made a run for it out the back. Instead of going around to the front we hopped a few fences until we were far enough away from the scene. Making sure that no one would be able to connect us to what had went down.

      “I’m impressed. You got in his head and wore him down,” Spencer said as we started back toward the library.

      “You made him surrender. How’d you do that?” I asked.

      “No, I didn’t,” he said, hands shoved in his pockets and his gaze focused on the ground in front of him.

      “Yes, you did.” I got in front of him and put a hand on his shoulder. “You told him to surrender and then he just did it. Kind of like a robot. Shit, do you have mind control powers, too?”

      Color flooded his cheeks, but he still wouldn’t look at me. “Sort of. I don’t mean to do it. I mean … uh, okay I meant to when we were at Town Hall a few months back with the reception lady, Gladys. It seemed like it would help this time.”

      “Does everyone know you can do this?”

      He shook his head. “I haven’t mentioned it to anyone. I don’t know, it feels like if people knew about it, it might turn into a bad thing.”

      “Keeping secrets, Sorano? I thought we weren’t supposed to do that anymore?” The hypocrisy of my statement wasn’t lost on me.

      “What did the doctor say about you healing so fast?” he countered.

      “Nothing.” It wasn’t really a lie. The doctor just hadn’t examined me to find out.

      “How long do you think they’ll let us keep working together since you’re all cleared for action?”

      I wanted to hope for a permanent partnership. As odd of a pairing as we were, we worked. I knew he’d have my back and he knew I’d take out anything coming his way. Despite trying to figure out this thing with Henry, him and I still didn’t quite fit together as a team. We were both blunt instruments. And if things progressed between us, I wasn’t sure I could handle working with someone I was starting to care about in a romantic sense. We’d just have to wait and see what happened on both fronts.
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      I got to headquarters just as Spencer and Declan appeared, cheesy smiles beaming at each other. To an outside observer it looked like two friends just sharing an inside joke. I knew better though. I guessed Tina hadn’t stopped them from going out on a mission together. I assessed Declan from a distance for any sign of injury, but he looked fine. I let my gaze linger on the contoured muscles of his chest, feeling an entirely non-power related heat warm me.

      “Why do you two look so happy?” I commented as I caught up to them.

      The smiles faded immediately. “It’s nothing,” Declan answered, not meeting my gaze.

      “Sure, looks like something,” I pushed and realized too late that I sounded like I was jealous.

      “We were just catching up on some stuff. You know, since we’ll be working together again,” Spencer interjected.

      “Right.” Tina hadn’t told them about her apology so they didn’t know I knew about their little adventure. I left them standing by the side entrance. I made it all the way to the main conference room before I heard raised voices.

      “How many times do you have to be told not to do something before you will listen?” Lena screamed.

      There was only one person who could upset her that much. I slipped through the door to find mother and daughter in a heated argument. They didn’t notice me as I settled into a chair and took in the drama. It was like a car wreck. Horrific, but yet so entrancing, I couldn’t look away. Too bad I don’t have popcorn for the show. Maybe Tina had taken my advice and asked to have an honest conversation with her mother.

      “Oh, because Uncle Nick can do so much damage by spilling the beans, now. Hello, you already know what I can do,” Tina shouted back.

      “What you did was highly illegal and put your friends in danger. There is a reason medical clearance is required before someone can go back out,” Lena snapped.

      “You really think I would do that to my friends? He got the okay from the doctor.”

      “No, he didn’t,” Lena said, her tone dying down in volume.

      Tina’s brow furrowed. I didn’t like him going out without getting checked out, but it also meant Lena wasn’t aware of his rapid healing, yet.

      “You’re wrong. He was cleared,” Tina said, her tone moving down to a normal decibel.

      “Because that’s what he told you? Tina, people lie. I thought you had figured that out by now.”

      Tina stormed out of the room, either to go berate Declan—which he had coming to him—or to sulk somewhere in a dark corner. Lena stared after her daughter in silence for a minute before turning back and noticing me. “I’m sorry you had to witness yet another of Tina’s meltdowns.”

      I nodded. “I had no idea he’d pull a stunt like that just to get back out there.”

      “It seems he and Spencer are more motivated to reunite than we believed.”

      “What did they do exactly?”

      “Stopped a home invasion, saved a little girl and her mother.”

      “Can’t be mad at them for that,” I said.

      “It concerns me that Mr. O’Bannon would risk further injury just to prove he and Mr. Sorano should work together.”

      “I meant, I saw him yesterday and he seemed to be doing better. He’s super strong. Maybe he’s got a higher tolerance for injury.”

      Lena stepped closer to me. “Which is why we needed him examined before we let him back out there again. Perhaps that idea will be more palatable if he hears it from you. Don’t think I have been blind to how close you two have become in recent months.”

      “It’s not what you think,” I deflected. “But, I can talk to him. If you do something for me.”

      Her mouth tightened into a thin line and she stepped back. She was not a woman who liked being given directives. I knew that, but I also knew we needed to try and foster some peace around here before things got out of control. “Tina has really been struggling. She still feels like you are keeping secrets. And she’s hurt that you didn’t tell her what was going on when she first started digging. Talk to her. Not as her boss or a scientist, but as a mother. I think she needs that.”

      Lena’s shoulders dropped a fraction. “I assumed she enjoyed the search.”

      “Wrong, she didn’t. She feels betrayed. I think we both know that can be dangerous with what we’re doing.”

      “Fine. I’ll talk to her.”

      “Great. I’ll see what I can find out from Declan. I’ll try to convince him to hold off on any more surprise missions before he’s ready.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t hard to find Declan. He was sitting on the bench outside the front of the library scrolling through his Facebook feed. I wanted to sit beside him, but knew it could send the wrong impression. Well, one which he wasn’t ready for even though I was.

      “Heard about your unsanctioned mission,” I said to catch his attention.

      The nape of his neck turned pink as he set his phone aside and looked at me. “Tina told you?”

      “No, Mrs. Boudreau. She found out Tina did a little extracurricular hacking and you haven’t been cleared by a doctor.”

      “I feel fine. I don’t need to see a doctor.”

      “That’s not how it works and you know it. If you’d gotten hurt on any normal job, you couldn’t go back until you were given medical clearance. This is the same thing.”

      “You keep saying that like it’s actually going to matter to me,” he quipped.

      I sat down. “Look, I know you are used to doing things your own way. And honestly, I can see why you’d want to go back to how things were. You, Spencer, and Tina had a good thing going. But the company is responsible for our well-being now. You saw how upset your parents got. How do you think they’d feel knowing you went out again without being checked over first, to make sure you really were okay?”

      “They’d be pissed,” he admitted.

      “They aren’t the only ones. You could have gotten hurt again or reinjured your shoulder worse than it had been. Just because you feel good doesn’t mean it’s all better.” God, I don’t know what I’d do if that happened.

      He turned to look at me. “Is that your way of saying you care?”

      “And here I thought I just oozed caring and affection. I recall something about being annoying.”

      His cheeks flushed. “The other night went better than I expected.”

      “Not exactly a ringing endorsement, is it?” I said with a laugh.

      “I mean, the end of the night was pretty good.”

      “That I can agree with.” I closed my eyes and felt the ghost of his lips against mine. I had definitely felt something between us. “What do you think about doing it again sometime?”

      “Uh …”

      “A date. I mean, not gonna say no to making out either, but a date first would be preferable,” I said when his jaw went slack.

      He sighed. “Yeah. That would be good.”

      “Well, I picked the location last time. What do you want to do?”

      “It’s probably totally lame but we could see a movie or something.”

      “A movie sounds nice.” A dark place where everyone else’s attention was already diverted to what was playing on the screen and not with what I imagined doing to him. God, I really need to get laid.

      “I … uh, guess we can meet at the theater later tonight? See what looks good.”

      “Sure. Just do me a favor. Get checked out by the doctor today. Don’t make me go all protective and make it for you.”

      “I promise.”
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      I had a feeling if I stuck around the library, I’d be sucked into some massive reprimanding by Tina’s mom. I was not in the mood for that. So, I took off at a jog, passing the Sorano’s restaurant and looped around to the back of the high school. Classes would be back in session in just a few weeks and for the first time, I didn’t have to be there. For a moment, a small pang of nostalgia hit me as I recalled our secret meetings in the basement as we tried to figure out how we ended up with super powers. So much had changed in only a few short months.

      I left the school behind and was about to cross the street to my house when the rev of an engine caught my attention. I slowed to a walk and turned to see a figure approaching on a motorcycle. I didn’t know anyone in my neighborhood who rode one. In fact, I didn’t know anyone in town who did. The rider stopped beside me and pulled off their helmet to reveal Monica. Her hair was twisted into a bun at the back of her head.

      “Monica?” It came out higher pitched than I had meant it to.

      She gestured to my arm. “I thought you were supposed to keep that in a sling for a while to let your arm heal.”

      I flexed it. “I feel fine.”

      “I may only be a nurse but I’m pretty sure that a doctor should make that assessment.”

      “Mrs. Boudreau sent you, didn’t she?”

      “Who is that?”

      Man, I really wished I had Spencer’s power to tell if she was lying.

      She gave me a look that I wanted to interpret as innocence. “I was just testing out my new bike and saw you. Besides, I’d kind of hoped you would’ve maybe called me by now.”

      I smirked. “So, you don’t give your number to all the guys you stitch up?”

      She leaned forward on the bike, her lips quirked into a smile. “I wasn’t even supposed to give it to you. But, what can I say? When a handsome guy comes through my door, sometimes I don’t think straight.”

      “That’s sort of creepy, but also flattering,” I said, shoving my hands into my pockets.

      “I didn’t mean to freak you out.” She settled back onto the seat of the motorcycle.

      “It’s okay, really. I was going to call you,” I said. The image of Henry holding my hand the other night flashed through my head, taunting me about the fact I hadn’t thought about Monica in days.

      “Oh. Well, if you aren’t busy right now, maybe we can hang out?”

      “Sure, for a little while.” Henry’s voice echoed in my head, promising to call the doctor if I didn’t. “Actually, do you think you could help me see that doctor? Just, you know, to get things squared away?”

      “I can do that.” She reached into the back compartment of the bike and pulled out a second helmet. “Climb on.”

      I took the helmet and settled onto the motorcycle behind her. I tried to make my grip as loose as I could and not think about how closely my body was pressed into hers as she revved the engine and sped off.
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        * * *

      

      I expected to end up back at the hospital, but she took me to a small office complex maybe a mile from the highway on-ramp. She produced a set of keys and ushered me inside. She led me down a dimly lit hallway and into a doctor’s office waiting area.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “The office where I started out as a receptionist. I work at the hospital now, but I’m still in touch with the doctor who runs this place. He has an open-door policy about stopping by.”

      She flipped on the lights to reveal a pleasant looking office space. I followed her back to the first exam room on the right. It looked totally normal just like my own doctor’s office.

      “Have a seat and take off your shirt,” she said, making no effort to hide the look of hunger in her eyes as I disrobed. Somehow, it felt less flirty than when I had caught her staring at me at the hospital.

      She donned gloves and started to examine my shoulder. It was the first time I’d really given it a good look since my hospital visit. I had left the gauze alone and hadn’t even noticed the stitches. She carefully pried the gauze free and poked at the skin on either side of the nearly invisible threads.

      “Wait here a minute.” She disappeared from the room, returning a few minutes later with a white-haired male doctor.

      He looked at me before turning his attention to Monica. “How long ago was the injury?”

      “Three days,” she answered.

      “Unusual how quickly the wound has healed.”

      “Why’s that unusual?” I interjected.

      “Technically the stitches dissolve as you heal. Less scarring that way. But, normally three days after an injury like this, they’d still be fully visible,” Monica replied.

      “Cool. Guess I’m just lucky.”

      “Have you ever had any similar injuries?” the doctor asked, moving to stand in front of me. Even though I was seated, I still towered over him.

      “Nope. This was my first bullet hole.”

      He scowled, the age lines in his forehead wrinkled. “I meant any other injuries like open wounds, broken bones.”

      “Well I broke my arm once when I was a kid. I don’t remember much about it other than it hurt.”

      “What age?”

      “Like ten or eleven maybe?”

      “I’m assuming you had to wear a cast for a period of time.”

      I didn’t like him being all up in my personal space asking questions. I couldn’t pinpoint what bothered me, but I got a bad vibe from him. “A month maybe? Like I said, I don’t remember much about it.”

      “Can you show me which arm?”

      I held up my right arm and tapped my forearm. “There. I mean, I’ve still got a scar.”

      He pressed his calloused fingers to my skin, examining the old scar. I didn’t understand why he was so interested in my past injuries. I thought the point of this little visit was to make sure my gunshot was healing properly. “So, am I good to go with my shoulder?”

      He stayed quiet, looking at his clipboard and jotting down notes. “You started puberty at a normal age, I’m assuming?”

      “I guess so. What does that have to do with my shoulder?” I replied, growing frustrated. I had better things to do like hang out with Monica.

      Monica stepped up and took the clipboard from the doctor. “I’m sure he’s good to go with his shoulder, right?”

      The doctor glanced between us. “I’ll sign off on medical clearance,” he said gruffly and left the room.

      When we were alone, Monica shoved her hands into the pockets of her jeans. “I know you’re different Declan. I’m guessing when your ability manifested it caused some unintended changes to your body. Like rapid healing. And given you suffered a similarly serious injury before your powers manifested and it took a normal length of time to heal versus now, I suspect we’ve just discovered a side effect to your power. We should do a few more tests to confirm.”

      “Are you going to mention this to your doctor friend?”

      She closed the distance between us. “I have to. We have a contract with Kirkpatrick Industries. Besides, they’re going to want an explanation for how you recovered so quickly.”

      “Can we maybe do those tests some other time? I thought we were going to hang out.”

      She chewed her lower lip, “Want to learn how to ride a motorcycle?”

      I pulled my shirt back on and followed her back to the parking lot. She handed me the helmet and gestured for me to get on. She turned the key in the ignition and the bike rumbled to life beneath me. I felt the vibrations from the motor reverberate through my whole frame.

      “Now, the throttle is up here,” she said gesturing to the handles.

      “What about the brakes?”

      She pointed to a brake on one handle and then down to my foot. “You’ve got a handbrake and one down there. Why don’t you try riding here in the parking lot first to get used to it?”

      I settled into the seat and flipped up the kickstand with my foot. She gave me a thumbs up as I pulled on the throttle, shooting forward faster than I’d intended. I eased up and the bike responded in kind, almost petering out. I relaxed my grip and took a deep breath to get the nerves to go away. I could ride a normal bicycle and drive a car. I could handle this.

      “You’re doing great,” she called as I started to do slow laps around the empty lot. “You can lean into the turns. Make them a little tighter.”

      I took her suggestion and leaned into my next turn. The bike glided in a smaller arc. It felt freeing as I gained more confidence. I let out a whoop of excitement as I sped past her again, squeezing the throttle hard to speed forward. I banked into another turn before returning to where Monica stood. “That was pretty awesome.”

      “You looked comfortable on it.”

      I liked the sense of control it gave me. “You are kind of the last person I’d expect to have one of these things.”

      She climbed on behind me, looping her arms around my torso. “Because I’m a nurse? You’ve got a lot to learn about me,” she whispered in my ear.

      We zipped back and forth in the parking lot for a while until I was confident that I could maneuver the bike with someone on the back of it. I eased it to a halt gently and turned back to look at her. “Thanks for doing this.”

      “It was a nice way to spend an afternoon.”

      I looked up to see the sun was already making its descent toward the horizon. How had I lost track of the time? We couldn’t have been out here that long, could we? “What time is it?”

      “It’s almost five o’clock.”

      “No, that can’t be right.” What time had I told Henry I’d meet him at the theater?

      She held up her phone for me to see. We’d spent hours out here and it had felt like only minutes. “I uh, I should get back to town. I have something to do tonight.”

      “Right. Well, I think you are road ready. Just maybe don’t go speeding down Main Street.”

      I pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road that would take us back to the center of town. I just had to hope I wasn’t late for my date with Henry.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Ten

          

          

      

    

    







            Henry

          

        

      

    

    
      It worried me that Declan was late. Contrary to his statements about how he thought our first date had gone, I still doubted this would actually work. He was still very much uncomfortable with being out and I still wasn’t past the whole “burning my exes” thing. So, I stood outside the theater alone as the first group of evening shows started. I had already sent him a text to let him know I was there. I wasn’t going to be that guy who pestered his date with clingy messages demanding to know where said date was.

      “Hey, I’m here,” he called and rounded the side of the building.

      “I had started to think I was being stood up,” I said.

      “Sorry. I lost track of time.”

      I waved him inside to the ticket counter. He didn’t care which movie we saw and so I picked one I had already seen; an indie romantic comedy. I was a sucker for cheesy romance. He made a beeline for the concession stand and ordered a large popcorn and two drinks.

      “So, you’re okay with seeing this one. Really?” I probed as we found seats near the back of a sporadically filled theater.

      “Yeah. I kind of figured we weren’t really coming for the show,” he said.

      “Good to know.” I tugged the tub of popcorn out of his hand and dug my hand in. “So, what were you doing that made you late?”

      “Uh, I was getting checked out by the doctor.” The lights weren’t dim enough to hide his blush.

      “Well I’m glad I didn’t have to make an appointment for you.”

      “I saw Monica again, too. She was there with the doctor. She rides a motorcycle.”

      “Of course, she does,” I muttered.

      “We hung out and she taught me how to ride it.”

      “So, you called her then?”

      “No. She showed up at my house.”

      I bristled at the stalker vibe his words implied. “Right. Because that’s not weird or anything. Isn’t it unethical for her to be seeing you outside of a medical setting like that?”

      “You were the one who said she was flirting with me.”

      “And you thought that meant I wanted you to go riding off into the sunset with her?”

      The lights began to dim around us. “She knows about what I can do, my powers. And she’s not freaked out by it,” he finally admitted.

      “Is that the only reason you agreed to go out with me the other night? Because you figured I knew your secret identity so you didn’t have to hide it?”

      “Kind of,” he answered.

      Heat began to build just below my skin. I’d worked so hard to control my powers and not let my emotions get the better of me. But his words knocked my progress back. “And now someone comes along who can do that for you without having powers to make you feel normal? You got a better deal so you’re bailing?” I argued.

      A couple of women a few rows in front of us turned and shushed me. I glared at them. They should mind their own damn business.

      “Whoa, I never said anything like that. I’m here aren’t I?”

      “So, you aren’t a complete asshole,” I muttered.

      “Look, I’m sorry me having fun without you turns you into a whiny bitch.”

      “Can you take this outside?” one of the women in front of us hissed.

      Maybe it was better we didn’t do this here. I didn’t give Declan a chance to protest scooping up the popcorn and my drink, I marched out into the lobby. It was sparsely populated—much like the theater. So at least, we wouldn’t have much of an audience. “I don’t give a fuck if you had fun riding a motorcycle. I care that you seem to be interested in pursuing your teacher.”

      “When did I ever say I was pursuing her?” he argued back. He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Besides, you knew from the start how I feel about girls.”

      “So, what, this is just rubbing it in my face that you can get whoever you want? Male or female?”

      “You know, I wasn’t actually thinking about you at all,” he snapped.

      “That’s obvious. You know what, why don’t you let me know when you’ve sorted your shit out.” I shoved the popcorn tub into his hands and stormed off.

      Part of me hoped he’d come after me, tell me I had it all wrong and he was choosing me. But life isn’t a movie. That doesn’t happen to people like me. I stalked out of the theater, ignoring the surprised looks from the employees as I marched to the parking lot and jammed the key into the ignition. I needed a place to let off some steam. Literally. The leather on my steering wheel smoldered at my touch as my anger got the better of me. I had to take several slow breaths to calm down enough to drive.
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      I ended up in the woods on the outskirts of town. A while ago I had found a rundown, abandoned factory building that no one frequented. It was all concrete and cinder block with no wood in sight. I’d spent years stripping out the wires so I didn’t accidentally set any electrical fires. I didn’t need the police calling me an arsonist. I climbed through the shell of the back window—the glass had long been blasted away by errant fireballs. It was quiet inside as I moved to stand in the middle of the room.

      Sunset was still a little while away and the natural light filtered through the windows, giving me more than enough light to see by. It would also help obscure what I was doing at least for a little while. I let the anger build up again, replaying the argument in my head. Tapping into the emotion my fingers burned bright blue as the flames jumped out of my pores and into my waiting palms. They rippled in the slight draft of the old building. I let them burn bright before forcing the two flames into one between my hands, hurling it at a nearby wall. The concrete hissed as the fireball made contact, leaving behind scorch marks.

      “Stupid asshole,” I spat and hurled another fireball at the same spot until it was blackened.

      My breath came in shallow gasps with the exertion, but I could still feel more pent-up anger. This time not at Declan, but at myself. For thinking he’d be different, for having to keep secrets from him and for too many other things to list. My flames turned orange as my anger turned inward and the flames shot into the air like a blowtorch.

      “Somebody’s pissed you off,” a voice called from the only operational doorway in the place.

      Not many people knew I came here to let off steam. I’d found this place when I was still learning to control my powers and I’d kept it a closely guarded secret. But the thin rail of a man standing in the doorway was one of the few people I’d let in on my secret.

      “I’m really not in the mood for company, Reese,” I muttered, cupping my hands around a vibrant blue spark.

      Reese didn’t seem inclined to leave me alone though. He moved into the space and I caught sight of the fact he was in uniform. “You say that, but you look like you could use someone to hear you out.”

      “It’s not something you should worry yourself about,” I answered, bouncing the tiny flame in my palm like a ball.

      “Humor me? So, I can go back to the boss and tell her I did actually talk to you.”

      “Seriously, she’s keeping tabs on me now?” I scoffed.

      “I got the order to track you down and make sure you were okay. Something about an argument in a very public place? She’s just worried about you.”

      “I had a fight with someone. Not her concern or yours.”

      “It is if it messes with what’s going on with the company.”

      I knew Reese wasn’t going to let this drop. I was very grateful in that moment that he did not have the power to read minds. Like Tina, he had telekinetic abilities that reached beyond just metal and magnets. They’d be a good pair if Tina ever ventured out from behind her computer and worked up the courage to talk to him instead of just ogle him from afar.

      “What do you know about Monica Pierce?” I finally said.

      “Uh, I think she’s a nurse contracted by the company. Cute little blonde. Why?”

      “I’m worried she’s messing with Declan.”

      “You mean like drugging him?”

      “No. Getting in his head. Flirting with him. Trying to get him to trust her. Like she wants more from him.” He opened his mouth, but I shook my head to stop the words from coming out of his mouth. “This isn’t me being jealous. Well, at least, not entirely.”

      “We’re science experiments, Henry. Every doctor and nurse are really just scientists with a fancy cover. She’s probably just interested in learning more about his powers.”

      “That’s part of what worries me. The company has scientists that are studying our abilities to see how they manifest and change. They don’t need some random nurse doing the same thing.”

      “You’re being paranoid. I get it though. You like him and she’s honing in on your territory.”

      “He’s going to get hurt with her and he won’t see it until it’s too late,” I muttered.

      “Would you feel better saying this to her face?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Come on. I’ll go be your moral support.”

      I lobbed the tiny fireball at the far wall where it collided with a satisfying crackle. I trailed Reese back to my truck. He’d apparently arrived on foot. I got behind the wheel and was about to turn on the ignition when the engine revved to life without the key.

      “Someone’s been experimenting,” I commented and put the key in anyway.

      “That’s not it at all. You think I walked all the way here, don’t you?”

      “I assumed so, yeah.”

      He shook his head and grinned big, showing all of his teeth. “Flew.”

      “Liar.”

      He made an ‘x’ over his heart. “I swear. Just used my powers to push myself off the ground and propelled myself forward.”

      “Great, so now you’re never going to shut up about being fucking Superman,” I grumbled.

      “Hey, I’ll never be as hot as you,” he quipped.

      I shook my head and drove off, following Reese’s directions out of town to an office complex I hadn’t seen before. I spotted a motorcycle and assumed we were in the right place. I could see tire tracks on the asphalt and my anger and distrust of Monica resurfaced.

      “Save the fiery passion for when we’re inside, buddy,” Reese said.

      I had no idea where I would find her and I wasn’t in the mood to get lost inside the building. So, I waited outside in my truck, Reese beside me was levitating a coin around, until she finally appeared toting a helmet. She wasn’t in scrubs this time, but I still recognized her from our encounter at the hospital. Now or never.

      I shouldered my way out of the truck and approached her before she could reach the motorcycle. I tried not to imagine her and Declan on it together. She looked at me and then the truck where Reese had remained.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “Don’t act like you don’t recognize me. I was there when you were stitching Declan up.”

      “Right. His friend.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t act like you don’t know what I can do either.” I felt heat pooling in my clenched fists.

      “What do you want?”

      “For you to leave Declan alone.”

      “And why is it any of your business who I associate with?”

      ‘Because he’s barely legal and he’s my boyfriend.” The words were out of my mouth before I had really considered them. “And my partner in the field.” It wasn’t really a lie.

      “Well, you ought to take better care of your partner,” she quipped.

      I didn’t need her piling on the guilt I already felt for Declan’s injury. I didn’t feel the heat spread up my arms nor did I register the fact that more than just my hands were on fire until I felt Reese’s power wrap around me like an invisible hand and yank me backward. The scent of burning fabric hit my nose as I collided with the door of my truck. I looked down to see holes singed into my shirt.

      “Take it easy, H,” Reese hissed as he walked past me.

      The fact he was in uniform seemed to catch Monica’s attention. She set the helmet down on the seat of her motorcycle as he approached. “You can see my friend is pretty upset about what’s going on here.”

      “Yes, I can,” she agreed.

      “Maybe it’s a good idea if you just forget about Declan, huh?” He leaned in close to whisper something in her ear that I couldn’t hear. But, whatever he said made the color drain from her face.

      “You’re right,” she said, her voice suddenly hoarse. She quickly donned the helmet and sped out of the parking lot, leaving Reese and I alone.

      I pulled myself to my feet and patted out the last few embers in my shirt. I hadn’t accidentally lit my clothing on fire in a long time. “What’d you say to her?”

      Reese shrugged. “I just made it clear that it was in her best interest to back off.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t make her think I’d set her house on fire or something,” I moaned. He only grinned. “Fuck you!”

      “You should be thanking me. Now, figure out how to fix shit with your boyfriend. So, the rest of us don’t have to babysit you to make sure your temper stays under control.”

      He was right though. I did need to get my feelings in check. It wasn’t good for anyone if I flew off the handle. I climbed behind the wheel and waited for Reese to get in the passenger seat, but he didn’t move. “I’m not going to run her off the road or anything. Get in.”

      “I’ve got my own way back,” he said and focused his attention at the ground.

      I watched the ground ripple beneath his feet before he was hovering level with the roof of my truck. Well, damn, he really could fly.
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      I’d never had a date go so very badly. I was at fault for at least part of it. I don’t know why I even brought Monica into it. I knew Henry would be jealous of her. I’d seen how he’d reacted at the hospital when she’d given me her number. I knew my words would hurt him or at least rub him the wrong way. Maybe I wanted that to happen? But, why? I’d been wrestling with that question all night and well into the early hours of the next morning. I considered texting Marisol for her advice, but I needed to be able to handle this on my own. At around six in the morning, my phone buzzed with an incoming text from an unknown number. All it said was ‘We need to talk’.

      I had a hunch as to the sender’s identity. I fished the business card out of my desk drawer and flipped it over. It matched the sender’s number. I didn’t like the feeling that settled over me as I reread her words. Not much of anything good usually followed that phrase. Putting it off would only increase my anxiety. So, I sent a note back: ‘Meet for coffee?’

      I was already dressed when she responded that she’d meet me in twenty minutes. My parents were already at work, so no need to sneak around this time. As soon as the front of the coffee shop came into view, I realized I should have picked a different place. It was the same shop Henry and I had shared a corner table at and I really wasn’t in the mood to run into him. I heard the rumble of the motorcycle before I saw it and its rider pull up. Monica took off her helmet, letting her hair loose. Strands flew against her cheeks as the early morning air mussed it.

      “I guess nurses don’t sleep much,” I said and led her inside.

      “Neither do teenage boys apparently,” she answered.

      I tried to tamp down my nerves as I ordered coffee for the both of us. She tried to shoo my wallet away when I pulled out cash, but she was too slow. The cashier had already taken the bill and given me change. The place was empty except for the two employees working the counter. I gestured to one of the tables tucked into a corner away from the eventual flow of traffic.

      “Thanks again for the lesson yesterday,” I said, hoping to put off the inevitable topic of conversation.

      “Sure.” She sipped her coffee and her hands shook a little. “I know yesterday I made it seem like things could go beyond professional bounds … but we can’t.”

      “I get it. It looks bad if your bosses found out you were hanging out with a former patient,” I said, trying to act like it wasn’t a big letdown.

      “It’s not just that. You’re only nineteen. You’re still trying to figure out what you want to do with your life. Who you want to be? I’ve already sorted that out for myself. We’re in different places in our lives. Maybe if you were older or the timing was different …”

      I knew I should have seen this coming. Her points were valid, but they still stung. The fact she brought up my age twice made me take notice. It hadn’t seemed like an issue yesterday. “Can I ask why now?”

      She gave me a sad smile. “I’ll be honest with you, Declan. I don’t have a lot of people in my life that I’m particularly close to. It was nice to feel noticed.”

      “I get that.”

      “Besides, I should have realized you had someone else in your life.”

      I set my cup of coffee down hard enough that I felt the ceramic crack under the pressure of my hand. “Who told you that?”

      She realized she’d said too much and pushed her coffee aside. “Look, you’re cleared to go back out there. It’s best if we just leave it at that. I have to go.” She left me sitting there in the silence of the coffee shop.

      There was only person who could have convinced her there was someone else vying for my attention. Someone who felt threatened by the attraction between Monica and I. I pulled out my phone and hit speed dial for number three and waited for the person on the other end of the line to pick up.

      “Do you know what time it is?” Tina mumbled, still clearly half asleep.

      “I need you to do that phone tracking thing you did the other day.” I headed out of the coffee shop so the cashiers didn’t hear our conversation.

      “Why are you going all stalker?” She sounded more awake now.

      “Can you do it, yes or no?” I snapped.

      “Yeah. Who?’

      “Henry.”

      “Again? Do I want to know what he did to piss you off?’

      “No.”

      “Okay. Hang on.” I could hear tapping on the other end of the line. “He’s out in the woods. I can send you the GPS coordinates. You should be able to just use your phone to find him.”

      That was fast. “Thanks. Oh, and don’t tell anyone about this.”

      “You lied to us … to me,” she said before I could hang up.

      “I thought the doctor had cleared me,” I tried to cover up my lie.

      “Are you really good to be out there?”

      “Yeah. I gotta go. Thanks for the help, Tina.” I ended the call and pulled up the maps app and followed the little blinking blue cursor to the red pin about half a mile away.

      I wound my way through the brush until I spotted a run-down concrete building just up ahead. The little red pin indicated Henry was nearby. I stowed my phone in my pocket and stalked onward, not caring if I made noise. He’d know I was there soon enough anyway. The windows were mostly gone. From the edges still in the frames it looks like they’d been melted. Henry had definitely been here. A single door was shoved open on rusted hinges and I strode through it.

      Henry had his back to me. I could see fresh burn marks on the walls and the floor. Maybe he hadn’t heard me coming. Just being near him made my chest tighten in anger. I closed the distance between us at a run, tackling him from behind. We both went down and I felt my palms scrape against the concrete floor. He gasped as my weight forced the air out of his lungs. He tried to struggle free, but I wasn’t giving up that easy. I grabbed the back of his shirt and flipped him over, landing a glancing blow to his jaw. He’d realized what was coming quick enough to deflect most of it, still blood trickled from the side of his mouth.

      “What is wrong with you?” he asked in a daze. He put his hand to his face and winced.

      “You just had to scare her off, didn’t you?” I shouted, readying for another blow.

      “Stop,” he said, blood spraying from his lip. He managed to get his hands up and then they shimmered white hot.

      I might heal faster now, but I had no desire to get burned. I slammed my fist into the floor beside his head, leaving a fist-sized crater in the cement and struggled to my feet. He lay there, chest heaving as he tried to get up. He finally managed to stagger to his feet and wiped the blood from his mouth onto his sleeve. He was lucky I hadn’t landed a real punch or he’d have a broken jaw.

      “Yes, I talked to her and I maybe told her you were my boyfriend. But, that was it. I didn’t tell her to break it off with you.”

      “Then why did she?” I howled.

      “Because she’s entitled to make her own decisions,” he wheezed. “And maybe she felt bad about leading you on.”

      “This isn’t about you being jealous?” Some of the anger ebbed out of my voice.

      “Of course it was about me being jealous. I like you, Declan. I was scared whatever this is would go up in smoke. Believe it or not, I don’t have the greatest track record with boyfriends.” He paused to catch his breath. “We had a fight. It happens.”

      “I didn’t mean that stuff I said yesterday,” I muttered.

      “You meant some of it. I understand wanting to be with someone who knows about your powers and doesn’t run away screaming. I really do.”

      “I’m sorry I hit you.”

      He touched his cheek again, wincing less. “Something tells me you were holding back. Otherwise we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      I nodded and moved closer to take a look at his cheek. Despite the lack of force behind it, his cheek would probably bruise. It would heal, but I wished he had my ability to heal faster. “So, what are you doing all the way out here?”

      “You have a clearing, I have an abandoned building. It’s a safe place for me to hone my powers and just let off steam when I need to. How did you find me anyway?”

      I knew that was coming. “I may have had Tina track your phone.” Again.

      “Why am I not surprised? She’s too tech savvy for her own good.”

      “It comes in handy sometimes,” I answered.

      “So, are we good now?” he asked.

      I wanted to say yes. I wanted things to be okay between us. I needed to show him I meant it. I pulled him to me and kissed him. He pulled away cringing.

      “Too soon Prince Charming,” he said.

      “We’re good,” I replied.

      “You know, you don’t have to prove that you’re still interested in women to me. I believe you,” he laughed.

      “Maybe I was just trying to prove it to myself,” I offered.

      “Are you afraid of being labeled something you aren’t?”

      “Spencer thinks I’m gay.”

      “For a mind reader he’s pretty wrong.”

      “Yeah, I haven’t had the courage to correct him. Or Tina either. I haven’t even told my parents. I feel like the super powers things is a big enough bomb to drop on them right now.”

      “They handled that well. I’m sure they’ll accept you as you are. You’re their son.”

      “Yeah, well, not everyone is as lucky as you.”

      This time his laughter was more of a forced bark. “You think I had it easy coming out to my parents?”

      “I assumed since you were so open about it in school that they just didn’t care or whatever.” Not that we had reason to cross paths much given he was two grades ahead of the rest of us.

      “Oh, no. My parents could handle me being able to light myself on fire. They knew that was coming. Or at least something like it. But when I told them I was gay, my father didn’t talk to me for a month. I think he thought it was a joke. You know, being flaming gay.”

      “What about your mom?” I probed.

      “She got over the shock faster but I’m an only child and she harped on me for a long time after about wanting grandkids. Like she didn’t understand there are other ways to have kids.”

      “They shouldn’t have done that to you.”

      “Yeah, well, it happened. It’s over and we’ve all moved on. It’s partly why I live on my own now. I see them occasionally and they help me out with money sometimes but it’s really all we can handle for now.”

      “I’m really sorry,” I said again.

      “You shouldn’t rush into it. Not if you aren’t ready.”

      I swallowed, preparing my next words carefully. “I think I should be able to tell my friends. I mean, Tina’s been pining after me for years and she deserves to know why I have never dated her.”

      “Because she’s pushy and kind of stuck up?” he offered.

      “She’s just not my type.”

      “Well, you have my number in case you need to talk afterwards. Or want some moral support.”

      “Thanks. You should put some ice on that,” I said and pointed to his face.

      “I will. Good luck.”

      I wasn’t sure what gave me the resolve to tell Spencer and the others, but I felt if I didn’t do it now, I’d never do it. And if I could handle telling them, breaking the news to my parents didn’t seem quite as scary. I needed a safe place to do it though. Somewhere I knew no one would bother us. So, I sent the three of them a text to meet in our old base of operations.
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        * * *

      

      The longer I waited without the three of them in the high school’s basement computer room, the more my confidence dissipated. Finally, the door opened and all three piled in.

      “What’s going on? What’d you do to your hand?” Tina asked. At least she sounded more awake.

      I glanced down at my bruised knuckles. “It’s not important.”

      “He’s got something to tell us, though,” Spencer said before ducking his head at having read my mind without permission.

      “He’s right. I do.” I sunk into one of the plastic chairs and tried to collect my thoughts. It had seemed simpler in my head without all of them staring at me.

      “Take your time,” Marisol said. She had to sense what was coming, even if she was the only one who already knew the truth.

      “I, uh … have been keeping something from you guys for a while. It’s kind of a romance thing.”

      “You’re gay,” Spencer blurted, earning a sharp smack on the arm from Marisol.

      “Seriously?” Tina snapped.

      “Not exactly. I mean I like guys. But I like girls, too. Sometimes one more than the other and I can’t explain why.”

      “Is that why you wanted me to track Henry this morning? Did he hit on you or something?” Tina probed.

      “Yes and no. We went on a couple of dates. Well, one and then I ruined the other. But we sorted it out.” I looked at the row of computer monitors. It was easier to explain how I felt without watching them judge me.

      “Look, this doesn’t change how I feel about you guys. I know I didn’t say it much but you two made me feel like I wasn’t weird with all the power stuff.” I wanted to tell Marisol how much she meant to me these last few months, but by the small smile on her lips, I knew she already understood.

      “So, you never thought about me romantically? Like not even once?” Leave it to Tina to make this all about her.

      Spencer snickered into his hand. At least he understood why Tina was never an option. I sighed and said, “If you hadn’t constantly been horning in on things, maybe. But honestly, you aren’t really my type.”

      “I wasn’t some stupid cheerleader?” she spat.

      “No, you weren’t and I wouldn’t want you to be. You have skills and I respect that, but Tina, you are kind of controlling and bossy. Those aren’t really things I look for in a girlfriend.”

      Tina looked like she wanted to say more, but she couldn’t find the right words. Given that Marisol had been silent this entire time, Spencer and Tina eyed her suspiciously. “You don’t seem very surprised by all of this,” Spencer commented.

      “Well, I am an empath and we have been talking a lot this summer. It is hard for anyone to hide their feelings all the time,” she answered.

      “So, hot-hands Henry finally got to you?” Tina asked.

      “Yeah. I guess he did. I think there’s something real there, too. Even if our fights are more knock down drag out than I’m used to.”

      “What did he do?” Tina wasn’t going to let it go. I caught the glint of mischief in her eyes.

      “He told the nurse who stitched me up at the hospital that we were seeing each other. She gave me her number and we hung out.” Spencer’s and Tina’s mouths hung open. “What? She’s hot and rides a motorcycle.”

      “Sounds hot,” Spencer agreed.

      “What I’m trying to say is I’m bi and right now, I have a boyfriend. Are you guys going to be okay with that?”

      Spencer stepped forward and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Duh.”

      I turned to Tina, but she wouldn’t meet my gaze. “Tina? Come on, we need you. You are the glue that keeps this damn team together. Besides, I thought you were busy chasing down that hot cop.”

      One corner of her mouth twitched into the beginnings of a smile. “He is pretty hot, isn’t he?”

      “Well, a little skinny for my taste,” I said.

      She let out a small laugh and the tension broke in the room. They took up seats around me and it almost felt like we were back to fighting bad guys all on our own.

      “Oh, apparently I heal really fast,” I offered, filling them in on the other big development of the week.

      “So you aren’t just suicidal and rushing crazy guys with guns?” Spencer said with a smirk.

      “Yeah, I guess it’s related to my super strength or whatever.”

      “Does my mother know that?” Tina asked.

      “Probably. Monica … said she had to tell them.”

      “More secrets,” she muttered. Tina went quiet, a familiar look of determination on her face. “There are still some systems and files I can’t access even though supposedly I have complete admin privileges.”

      “Elaborate, please,” I said, preparing myself for one of her epic conspiracy theories.

      “We don’t know what other things they’re testing on us. Why do they need to know if you heal fast? I mean, that’s great for you but do we really know what the science nerds are doing? We go out and we help people, but what’s the bigger picture?”

      Yep, there it was. Tina always thinking there was more to situations than there probably were. But her conspiracy theory about the origin of our abilities had led us to the company that had made us, so I couldn’t entirely discredit her. “I might have a way to find out,” I offered, recalling Henry’s question about making a difference. Another date was in order.
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      I’d never been so happy to see my little apartment. My trip back from the factory building had taken me longer than normal and by the time I put my key in the lock my lip had started to swell. It didn’t hurt quite as much as it could have, but that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. I rummaged through the freezer, finding an ice pack and pressed it to my bruised cheek and eye. Declan had been right that it could have been a lot worse. I’d have a fat lip and a black eye, but no other lasting injuries. The iciness burned against my skin and I pulled it away with a hiss of pain. Part of me was glad Declan and I had worked out the issue of where his romantic interests lay. I wished it hadn’t involved him trying to break my face though.

      Laying down on the futon, I closed my eyes, ready to let the pain lull me to sleep. I didn’t get that luxury, because my phone blared and I groaned. I wanted to ignore it. Whoever was calling could wait, but the ring tone signaled it wasn’t a call I could ignore. “Hello?” I mumbled, setting it on speaker.

      “What happened to you? You sound awful,” a deep male voice commented, his concern was clear. It had been a long time since we’d spoken, of late we’d been only emailing.

      “Got into a fight. I’ll be fine.”

      “You need to tell me if things are getting too dangerous.”

      I wanted to laugh, but I didn’t have the energy. “It isn’t that. It’s more of a relationship issue. Guess it is bad form to confront your boyfriend’s sort of girlfriend and tell her to back off. Boyfriend gets kind of punchy.”

      “Ah, yes. Romance can be a delicate subject. Your paramour is why I am calling.”

      I didn’t like where this was going. “What’s going on?”

      “Based on the information we’ve gathered, well, frankly it is a little lacking. There is something we need from storage. You’re the best equipped to get it.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.” This could get me in way more trouble than just Declan punching me out of jealousy—maybe dead.

      “I hate to have to ask you to do it. But you are the closest we have.”

      “What do I tell them?”

      “Whatever you think they need to hear. Sooner is better.”

      I sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.” I ended the call and tossed my phone on the floor. I was not thrilled with what was being asked of me. I understood the need for expediency, but I couldn’t make my body move. Maybe a little rest was just what the doctor ordered.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was low in the sky when I woke up. Apparently getting sucker punched by the equivalent of a steel rod does that to a person. My face didn’t hurt nearly as much as it had. The ice pack was mostly limp and, watery now, it had started to bubble too. I set it back in the freezer and checked my face in the bathroom mirror. It was still obvious I’d been in a fight, but hopefully anyone who asked wouldn’t probe too deeply.

      The library parking lot was deserted and the side lot for employees and covert operatives was as equally barren. The tiny hairs on the back of my arms stood on end. This doesn’t feel right. I considered using the less obvious entrance inside the library, but time was of the essence. I tapped my badge to get into the building and turned down the first branch off of the main hallway. I passed conference rooms and exam rooms until I found myself in cold storage. The scientists working under Lena were nothing if not thorough and meticulous in their organization. I took stock of what was around me, hoping I could get what I came for quickly and without interruption. The drawers were arranged in date order. I had to try and remember the number I needed without logging onto any computers. I’d left enough of an electronic trail already just by using my badge.

      “Come on, think,” I muttered opening drawers that sounded right. Finally, on the third try I found what I needed, but there was just one problem. I knew from listening to the team talk, they did a daily data check.

      Thinking on my feet was a skill I liked to pride myself on having. But as I stared at the drawer in front of me, I had no clue how I was going to get what I came for without tipping anyone off. Sweat prickled on my upper lip and dripped down, hitting my hand with a soft hiss and with it, an idea started to take shape. It was crazy and probably wouldn’t work if they checked too closely, but it was worth a shot.

      I searched the nearby cabinets for what I’d need. The fact I was able to locate all three items in about thirty seconds should have been a warning sign, but I was in a hurry. I didn’t have time to worry about the easy access. It was frankly a miracle no one had caught me, yet. I pushed my sleeve up, swabbed the crook of my elbow with an alcohol swab and did my best to find a vein. “Please let this work,” I prayed.

      The needle point pierced the skin of my forearm, but no blood came out. I eased the needle free and hastily searched the drawer where I’d found the other supplies for something to use in finding a vein. I finally came across a worn-out rubber band in the back of the drawer. Wrapping it around my upper arm and pulling it tight with my teeth, I tried again, aiming for the pulsing blue vein right below the joint of my elbow. It stung more this time, but I got what I needed. A flash of heat washed over me as the blood pooled into the vial. When it looked like it was full enough, I popped it out and tossed the syringe in a conveniently placed sharp objects receptacle.

      Affixing the label and slotting it in place was the easy part. I had just secured what I’d come for in my pocket when the door opened behind me. I turned to find Reese blocking the exit.

      “What are you doing in here?” he asked, his gaze narrowed in suspicion.

      I pointed to my face. “I thought they’d keep some heavy-duty ice packs in here. I tend to turn the normal ones to mush in about ten minutes,” I lied. At least there was a use for the disagreement between Declan and I.

      “They’d be in the medical area. Not in here.”

      Shit, he’s not buying it. “Of course they are. My head’s still a little fuzzy.”

      He approached me and probed the swelling in my lip with his fingers. I winced. “You and your boyfriend get into a fight?”

      “Something like that. He didn’t appreciate my direct approach with Monica.” At least that part was true.

      “Come on, let’s get you what you’re looking for.”

      I followed him out of cold storage, realizing too late that a tiny bead of blood had rolled down my arm under my shirtsleeve and hit the floor. I couldn’t do anything about it now. Hopefully he wouldn’t notice and it wouldn’t matter when people that could do something about it were the wiser.

      “I’m thinking maybe this whole relationship thing isn’t going to work,” Reese commented as we strode into the medical area.

      “I don’t know. I mean, couples fight,” I muttered.

      “Yeah, and when one of them ends up with bruises and black eyes, that’s when we get called.”

      “It was just one punch.”

      “You realize how you sound, right?”

      “We had an argument. It happens. Save the lecture, I’m not in the mood for it.”

      “I’m just saying, a guy like that with the power he’s packing, you say or do the wrong thing, it could be more than one punch next time.”

      “I don’t pry into your private life, do I?” I snapped.

      “That’s because I don’t have one.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I know, I know, you haven’t found the right girl yet.”

      “She’s out there. I can feel it.” He handed me an ice pack. “Heal up, H. We can’t have you sidelined.”

      He had to know Tina was interested in him. But, Reese was very much about duty and he had more to lose by messing with the boss’ daughter and his commanding officer’s niece.

      I pressed the pack to my face, waiting for him to leave me alone again. The last thing I needed was a shadow. He watched me in silence for a few minutes before clapping me on the shoulder. “See you around, Henry.”

      “See you.”

      I watched him retreat and I sighed in relief. It could have been so much worse. I needed to make a quick exit before anyone realized what I’d done.
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      Telling Tina and the others what I’d been hiding went better than I’d expected. Well, minus Tina making it all about her. Besides that, it had given me some much-needed validation that they were still my friends no matter who I wanted to date. That just left my parents. The thought still terrified me, which was probably why I was hiding in my room. A knock at the window made me jump. I half-expected Henry to be trying to crawl in, but it was only Marisol. I waved her inside. It was mostly open already.

      “I am proud of you,” she said once she was inside.

      “Figures Tina would try to make it all about her,” I answered.

      She snickered. “Tina does not like to admit how lonely she is. She was more upset that you did not feel you could confide in her sooner.”

      “Does she know you read her like an open book?”

      “I know better than that,” she said. After a pause, she asked, “Are you going to tell your parents?”

      “I want to but I’m nervous.” I sucked in a breath, preparing myself for the admission I knew was coming. “I know they can handle the super powers thing. I mean, they weren’t thrilled about it, but they agreed to it. But being bi, I still don’t know if it’s because of what they did to make me super strong or if it was how I was always gonna turn out. I don’t want them to think they screwed me up. I already live with that fear on a daily basis.”

      “You are not screwed up and they love you. They will not think that about you either.”

      “Have you made any progress with your dad?” Talking about someone else’s issues was a nice distraction.

      “No. I have given up trying. He worries if he says anything, someone will come to our house and hurt him.”

      My brow furrowed. “How exactly does someone express all that in one emotion?”

      Her cheeks darkened as she blushed. “I may have had Spencer try to read his mind. It makes me worry even more that there is something I do not know about all of this but I know if I push him too hard, it will end badly.”

      “We’ll figure out whatever he’s hiding. It might take us a while, but I know we’ll get there,” I told her.

      “I believe that,” she agreed.

      “At least someone does.”

      She reached over and took both of my hands in hers. “I feel you are ready to let your parents in on the weight you have been carrying. It will be so much lighter when you have others to share it with.”

      The way she put it, it almost felt like what Spencer had done during the home invasion. Pushing just enough to get the other person to comply. It wouldn’t surprise me if she was able to do something similar. “I’m going to do it.”

      She hugged me. “Text me if you need me. And let me know how it goes.”

      Something told me she already knew how it was going to go. She retreated through the window and I waited until I slid the window pane back in place before taking a deep breath. It was now or never.

      I found my parents like so many afternoons in the living room. The TV was off for once, both were nose-deep in books. I stood there in the middle of the room silently, without being noticed for a solid minute before I finally cleared my throat. Mom looked up first and set her book aside without bothering to mark her page.

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

      Not how I wanted this conversation to start. It was enough to get Dad’s attention, too. He dog-eared the page he was on and set his book down on the side table. He looked at me, his mouth pressed into a thin line.

      “I need to talk to you about something.” My voice cracked in the middle of the sentence.

      “You know you can tell us anything.” Mom perched on the edge of her chair, no doubt ready to pull me into a motherly hug if needed.

      “Is this about that internship?” Dad asked.

      “No. Not really. Uh, I mean … kind of.” It had been so much easier to say the words to my friends. “I’m bisexual.”

      They both stared at me without moving for what felt like hours though it was only a moment. “So, you’re gay?” Dad asked.

      “No. It means he likes both sexes,” Mom corrected.

      “Yeah, what Ma said.”

      “Oh.” I could see the wheels turning in Dad’s head, but he stayed quiet.

      “So, that young man who brought you home the other day after you got hurt. Is he your … boyfriend?” my mom asked. I hadn’t expected that jump so fast.

      “Sort of. I mean, I guess he is. We went on one date.”

      “But you dated girls in school. We met them,” Dad chimed back in. “You and Lisette were together all last year.”

      “I still like girls but right now, I think I’ve got something good going with this guy, Henry,” I answered.

      “How long have you felt this way?” Mom asked.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Since freshman year. I didn’t know how to tell you until now. I thought you’d be mad or kick me out.”

      “So, he is the first boy you’ve dated?” At least Mom wasn’t screaming at me or trying to disown me.

      “Yeah.”

      “He’s like you isn’t he … with abilities?” Mom asked, her voice hushed.

      “Yeah. We met at the internship and things just sort of evolved. He’s a good guy.” The last part was as much to convince them as it was to convince myself that I could let his jealousy go.

      “Are you … uh … being safe?” Dad’s cheeks burned bright pink at the question.

      “God, Dad we’re not having sex,” I yelped, embarrassment shooting up the nape of my neck all the way to the tips of my ears in a warm flush.

      “But if you do, you need to be safe,” Mom said.

      “I just said we aren’t doing that.” It did make me wonder if they knew I hadn’t been a virgin for years.

      “Well, maybe we should have him over for dinner. Get to know him,” she said. “How about this weekend? Should we invite his parents?”

      “I’ll ask him if he wants to come over. His parents aren’t really in the picture.”

      “Oh. That’s too bad. Does he have any dietary restrictions? Oh, I could make a vegetarian dish just in case.” Mom was deep in food prep mode now. It wouldn’t have mattered if I’d answered or not.

      I turned to Dad. “So, you’re not mad or anything?”

      “Are you happy?”

      “For the first time in a long time, I think I am,” I confessed.

      “I won’t lie, it’s going to take me a bit to fully understand but of course we aren’t mad. Just like with your abilities, you are still our son, Declan.”

      “Thanks.” I pulled him into a hug, momentarily forgetting my own strength. He wheezed and I softened my grip. “Sorry, Dad.”

      I left him somewhat dazed while Mom was busy planning what sounded like a three-course dinner with dessert and raced back to my room. I didn’t bother texting Marisol. I called her, pacing back and forth in my room as it rang.

      “Hi,” she said, sounding out of breath.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to catch you at a bad time. You just said to let you know how it went. It was good. Well, maybe even better than that. Mom wants to invite Henry for dinner.”

      “That is wonderful. I told you it would go well.”

      “Thanks for being there for me this summer. I don’t’ think I would have gotten up the courage to do all this without you.”

      “You are stronger than you give yourself credit for, Declan.”

      Before I could respond, my phone buzzed with an incoming text from Henry. “Hang on, Henry just texted.” I pulled up the message: ‘Want to grab dinner?’

      “Hope it is something good.”

      “Yeah. It is. I’ll let you go. I should text him back.”

      “See you later.”

      I ended the call and answered Henry’s text. ‘Definitely. Where?’

      Waiting for the three dots on the screen to resolve into a text was infuriating. He had to know I was waiting for an answer. How hard was it to respond quickly? Finally, after an agonizing three minutes he replied. ‘How about a picnic at your favorite spot?’

      I considered his suggestion. I wasn’t really a picnic kind of guy, but then again, until recently I hadn’t really been a dating guys kind of guy either. ‘Sure. See you in like an hour.’

      Much like the last time we’d gone out to dinner, I stared at my closet with a slight scowl, trying to decide what to wear. I’d settled on a navy-blue collared shirt and khakis when Mom knocked on my door.

      “You look nice.”

      “We’re just having dinner,” I said with a small smile.

      “I can tell I’m going to like him already. No one has made you smile like that before.”

      “I’ll ask him about dinner this weekend.”

      “Good.” She picked at her cuticles. “I just want you to know that this won’t go beyond your father and I if you don’t want it to.”

      “Thanks, Ma. I’ve already told my friends so it’s whatever.”

      “Well, all right then. You have a good time.”

      I waited for her to retreat back to the living room before I headed out. I didn’t want to show up too early and look like I was over-eager.
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        * * *

      

      Henry pulled up half a block from the clearing just as I approached from the opposite direction. He climbed out of the driver’s side and darted around to the back, pulling out take out bags and camping lanterns.

      “Want some help with that?” I offered.

      “Grab the blanket from the back,” he answered and strode past me.

      I shouldered the rolled-up blanket he’d pointed to and closed the tailgate of the truck bed. Even in the twilight, I could still spot Henry up ahead. He’d set the take out bags on the bench and was depositing little swirls of blue flame into the camping lanterns.

      “Okay, even I have to admit that’s pretty cool,” I said and laid the blanket out at his feet.

      “I’ve got a trick or two up my sleeve you haven’t seen yet,” he said with a smile. His face looked better and I was glad I hadn’t done permanent damage.

      “I told my parents,” I announced as he set two take-out containers of Italian between us. I spied the logo for Spencer’s family restaurant, Sorano’s on the bag.

      “Given that you didn’t show up with a suitcase suggests it went well.”

      “Yeah. They were pretty cool with it. I mean, my mom went kind of overboard. She wants to have you over for dinner this weekend. Fair warning, when she’s trying to impress someone, she cooks … like a lot.”

      “That sounds nice. I’d love to come over.” He toyed with the lid to the container in front of him. “Maybe you can come by my place.”

      “Are we there yet?” I probed.

      “Well, we survived our first fight. I’d say so.”

      “Cool.” I watched him sweep hair out of his eyes with his right hand and caught sight of what looked like blood in the bluish light. “What’d you do there?”

      “Huh?”

      “Your sleeve. It’s got blood on it.”

      He glanced down at his shirt. “Shit, I didn’t realize. I gave blood earlier. I went by headquarters and they took some. They like to keep up to date samples.”

      I hadn’t had to give any blood samples. As far as I knew, neither had the others. It seemed a little strange. “Oh. Well, as long as you’re okay.”

      “Yeah. I’m good.” He looked down at the food and pushed it aside, scooting closer to me. “You know, I’m not really that hungry.”

      The way his eyelids fluttered and the way he leaned forward suggested he had other things in mind than eating. My dad’s awkward comment about sex popped into my head. He worried too much. Besides, I wasn’t ready to take that step. I nudged the other container of food out of the way and leaned forward to meet him half-way. Our lips met and much like the last two times, literal sparks flew. His fingers brushed my cheek, leaving a trail of warmth in their wake. He was careful of my recently injured shoulder, pulling me closer by wrapping his arm around my ribcage.

      “What if somebody sees us?” I asked when he pulled away and I could breathe again.

      “So, what?”

      I might have come out to my parents and close friends, but there were still a lot of people in town who were still ignorant. I wasn’t ready to let them see this side of me. And while this place was relatively peaceful and not well travelled, Everston was still a small town with plenty of prying eyes. “I just … I’m not ready for people to know—like just random people. This town isn’t that big and people talk.”

      “We can go back to my place if it makes you feel any better. I live alone so no pesky roommates to interrupt us.”

      “What about neighbors?’

      “They don’t pay any attention to me. We’ll have complete privacy. And I don’t know about you but I want to see where tonight leads.”

      Sweat dampened a spot on my lower back. It sounded like he had more on his mind than just making out. “I don’t think I’m ready for …”

      “Relax. I told you before, I’m not into rushing things. I get this is the first time you’ve been with a guy in any capacity. We’ll take it slow. But, that doesn’t mean we can’t still have some fun. Come on. Help me pack this stuff up.”

      We gathered up the food and blanket, then retreated to his truck. On the ride over, I tried to picture what his apartment would look like. Would it be big or tiny? Messy or organized? I realized I didn’t really know all that much about Henry as a person. And here I was, speeding toward a private evening with him.
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      Declan’s nerves were palpable as we headed back to my place. It wasn’t exactly in the neatest of conditions, but it was still in good enough shape for company. It wasn’t like we’d be doing much that required examining my belongings. I wanted to make it up to him for giving in to my jealousy over his flirtation with Monica. I was also riding high on the adrenaline of making off with the data that had been requested of me.

      “What are you thinking about?” Declan probed.

      “Just how lucky I am. I mean, most guys would have tossed my ass to the curb. But you gave me another chance. I appreciate it.”

      “You have feelings. That’s normal. Or so my empath and telepath friends keep telling me.”

      “Yeah, that’s got to be exhausting having to keep them out of your head. I can give you the tech we use if you want.”

      He shook his head. “No. I’m used to it now.”

      As much as I’d initially balked at having to wear it, I was grateful for it these days. The situation was becoming more complex and there were more threats looming than I cared to think about. For now, I would just focus on the guy in my passenger seat.

      I didn’t think I’d be nervous inviting him into my home, but as I pulled into the parking space behind my building, my heart started to beat faster. This was really happening. He climbed out of the passenger seat and looked at the modest building.

      “This whole thing is yours?” The awe was evident in his tone.

      “Nah. Just a studio apartment on the first floor.”

      “Must be nice to live on your own.”

      “You know, being an adult isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Don’t get me wrong, I like the freedom to come and go as I please without anyone telling me what to do but I barely have enough money after rent and utilities to do anything fun.”

      His cheeks flushed. “You didn’t spend it all on dinner, did you?’

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to starve or freeze to death. Come on in.” I stepped up to put the key in the lock and froze. I could swear I felt someone watching me. Not the same feeling I got when Felipe gave me a heads up to his presence with a flashing image of my family burning alive. When I turned there wasn’t anything obvious to give away whoever it might be observing us. Shaking it off, I unlocked the back door and we headed inside.

      I should have actually cleaned the place up before I offered the invite for him to come over. It was in worse shape than I had remembered. The futon was unmade and dirty dishes were piled in the kitchen sink.

      “Not bad for a librarian,” Declan commented with an approving nod.

      “Thanks. I uh … should have cleaned up. Sorry about the mess.”

      “If I can’t handle it when you’re messy, what’s the point?” he said and reached for my hand.

      “That’s good to know.”

      He kicked the front door shut with his foot and moved in to kiss me. I hadn’t expected him to be so assertive now that we were in private, but I liked it. If he was fully committing to this relationship, so was I.

      He pulled back. “Is this okay? I mean with your face?”

      “I barely even feel it anymore,” I answered, tugging off my shirt and discarding it on the floor. He studied me bare chested and smiled big.

      “Like what you see?” I snickered, fighting with the hem of his polo shirt.

      “You know, maybe that should be your new strategy for fighting crime. Just dazzle them with your seriously killer abs,” he replied and deftly pulled his own shirt off. Rapid healing really was in effect. I could barely see the tiny scars on his shoulder where the bullet wounds had been stitched back together.

      “I’ll take that under advisement, although if we really wanted to knock them off balance, we’d just send you in there. Super strength looks sexy on you. I know if I were a bad guy, I’d be swooning,” I agreed, fighting the urge to trail my fingers over his torso. I led him over to the futon, pushing him down first.

      I studied him lying there and the excitement woke every nerve ending in my body. It had been a long time since I had been in a position like this. He propped his head up with his right arm.

      “I know I’m pretty to look at, but are you just going to stand there all night?”

      “What, I can’t admire the view?” I settled beside him on the futon, running my fingers over the dense muscle of his chest and abdomen.

      “Am I reading this whole thing wrong? I thought you wanted to do this,” he said, rolling onto his side.

      “I do. So much it hurts. Literally. I just haven’t messed around in a while and sometimes I lose control and things get hotter than I mean them to.”

      “Like, you light people on fire if you get too turned on?”

      He had no idea how close he was to the truth. “I’ve burned people before. It’s scary as fuck. I know you’ve got this whole rapid healing thing going on but I don’t want to hurt you. That is the last thing I want to do.”

      “Well, maybe I’m fire resistant, too. I’m willing to risk it. I can’t be the only one who felt the spark there.”

      I couldn’t deny what he’d felt. It had come at me loud and clear. But there was still so much we didn’t know about each other. So much that could still send this relationship veering off course. But, damn it, I wanted to be kissing him not worrying about what might happen in the future. If I was here in the present, that’s all that mattered. “You weren’t the only one who felt it. If things start getting out of control you need to tell me. I hurt you once already. I’m not going to do it again.”

      “I promise if things start catching on fire, you’ll be the first to know,” he said.

      I slid my hand down his arm and pulled him to me until there was barely any space between us. I closed my eyes and let my other senses take priority. His lips were soft and gentle against mine and even with the amount of muscle mass he had on me, the contours of his chest and abdomen didn’t feel sharp or hard. They were perfect beneath the pads of my fingers. My whole body tingled at his touch as his hands roamed over my torso and trailed up my spine before settling between my shoulder blades. I could tell he was used to being the one in charge in these situations and so I let him set the pace. We were only evenly matched to a point.

      Time lost all meaning as we laid there in each other’s arms, connected at the mouth. It was beautiful until the heat started to prickle at the edge of my fingers. I pulled away, afraid of hurting him. Declan gripped my hands tight in his, even as the heat intensified. There wasn’t flame yet, but it wasn’t long until it came out. No matter how hard I wished it away.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he said and kissed the tip of each finger, the dampness of his lips cooling the fire within me.

      “Maybe we can just take a breather for a minute,” I said and curled into the reassuring mass of his body.

      “Yeah. We can do that.” He ran his fingers through my hair.
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        * * *

      

      A beam of sunlight hit me straight in the face, pulling me from sleep. I blinked and let out a groan and rolled over to find Declan snoring softly beside me. We were both still shirtless. I didn’t remember falling asleep. I watched him slumber, taking note of the easy rise and fall of his chest. I did my best to free myself from the tangle of blankets and his embrace without waking him. I failed. He snuffled and opened his eyes. A dopey, still half-asleep smile adorned his face.

      “Morning,” he said and stretched.

      “Morning,” I replied.

      “So, uh that’s definitely not something I’ve ever done before,” he said and rubbed the rest of the sleep from his eyes.

      “You can’t tell me you never accidentally had a sleepover with an ex?” I said with a gentle nudge to his shoulder.

      “Nope. I got really good at sneaking out of bedroom windows. All the girls I dated had fathers who would have murdered me if I’d been caught staying the night.”

      “Well, you’re welcome to crash here whenever you want. No need to crawl through the window and no parents to try killing you.”

      “Cool.” He looked around. “So, we never actually ate last night and uh … I’m starving.”

      I looked around the apartment. “Let me see if dinner is salvageable.” I’d been so focused on the romantic part of the evening I’d left the damn food in the back of the truck. I grabbed my shirt and tugged on my shoes leaving Declan lounging on the futon.

      The morning was already hotter than it had been in days. A slick sheen of sweat covered my face and neck the minute I stepped out of the building. Normally, I didn’t mind being warmer than the average person, but this was uncomfortable, even for me. I darted to the truck and popped the back door open. Just as my fingers wrapped around the plastic bag with the untouched food, the little hairs on the back of my neck prickled. I spun around, but there was no one in sight. Again, it didn’t feel like Felipe’s brand of snooping, but no one else I knew had such powers. “You’re just being paranoid,” I muttered as I retreated back to the air conditioning.

      Declan was dressed when I returned. He’d found the coffee pot and had already started it percolating. I liked the look of him in my space. Sharing breakfast with him felt all domestic, but in a good way. I wasn’t sure I’d ever find something like this. He doesn’t know everything yet. I silently told the little voice in the back of my head to fuck off.

      “It’s disgustingly hot outside so I’m not sure how good this is going to be,” I announced and set the take-out bag on the counter.

      “So, you have any plans for today? I thought maybe we could hang out or something,” he said. “Though I probably should grab a shower and a change of clothes,” he commented and looked down at his rumpled polo shirt.

      “Not if we didn’t leave the apartment,” I hinted and leaned in to kiss him.

      “As much I like that idea, I probably need to let my parents know where I was last night and everything.”

      I nodded. “After breakfast then.”
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        * * *

      

      Reheating dinner turned out to be a bust. Too long in the heat had done terrible things to the sauce. So, I rummaged through my refrigerator finding some eggs and sausage. It wasn’t the world’s greatest breakfast, but it would do. We sat across from each other at my tiny kitchen table when Declan set down his fork and asked, “So, how long do you think we have to stick around with Kirkpatrick? I mean I get they want to study us or whatever, but we have to be able to move on with our lives. Get jobs or do whatever we’d planned on, right?”

      “I’ve been involved with them for a few years now. They pay me enough to live here. Would I like to eventually go somewhere else and get out of Everston? You bet. But, for now, I’m happy where I am. I’m still learning the limits of my powers. Until I know for sure they won’t evolve or do anything strange, I’m staying put,” I replied. I wanted to tell him the other reason I was sticking around, but I knew it wasn’t the right time.

      “I don’t know what else there’s to learn about mine,” he said and dug his fork into the remains of the food on his plate.

      “Wait a minute, we just learned you can heal and recover faster than most people from serious injury. That’s a pretty big deal.”

      “I guess so. And believe me, being able to heal fast is great and all but what does it really matter?”

      “It matters a lot. Think of the possibilities. If they can figure out what part of your DNA allows you to do that, there are so many ways that it can help people.”

      “I never really cared about the science stuff behind it. Or never understood it. Biology wasn’t my best subject.”

      I could feel he was looking for a way out of Kirkpatrick and Lena’s grip. “Look, if you don’t want to work for Kirkpatrick anymore, I’ll help you leave,” I said, knowing I was entering dangerous territory.

      “I like helping people. I’ve always liked that part of this but the whole company thing. I don’t know, it kind of rubs me the wrong way.”

      “I understand, believe me. Like I said, if you want out, I will help.”

      ‘Thanks.”

      The conversation died down as I finished the last few bites of food and set the plates in the sink. “I’m going to grab a quick shower,” I said, stopping short of offering to let him join me.

      “I’ll be here.”

      I grabbed clean clothes and headed into the bathroom. I let the water steam up the room before getting in. It felt good to let the water wash away the worry of the last day. It was the first time in the last three years I’d really felt nervous about being around people at headquarters.

      I emerged ten minutes later to find Declan just sitting at the table, my phone where my coffee cup had been only a short time ago. “Some dude named Felipe has been blowing up your phone since you went in there. Is he like an exe or something?” he said.

      “No, he’s just a friend. I told him about our … fight. He’s probably just making sure I’m okay.”

      “He’s texted you like twenty times. Maybe you should text him back.”

      I shook my head. “He’ll calm down.”

      In the back of my head I knew I should see what he’d sent to me, but I wanted to be here and present in this moment with Declan. I was resolving to not think about the future and that meant letting the other people in my life wait for just a hot minute. It couldn’t be all about answering to them at the drop of a hat. “You ready to get out of here?”

      “Yeah. When we get there, just give me like twenty minutes to clean up and change. After that we can head out and go wherever. Doesn’t matter to me.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      We walked out into the oppressive heat and I climbed behind the steering wheel. I leaned over and kissed him long and slow. I put the keys in the ignition and revved the engine. The roads were empty as I pulled out onto the dirt road that would eventually turn into the far end of Main Street.

      Without warning, the truck started drifting to the right. I pressed my foot down on the brake, but it had little to no effect. “Hold on!” I gripped the steering wheel tight spinning it as fast and as hard as I could in the other direction, finally managing to get back to the road.

      “What the hell was that?” Declan said, his hand gripping the door handle tight enough to bend it out of shape.

      I had a sinking feeling it was more of a “who” than a “what”. But, even if Reese had figured out I was up to something, he wouldn’t run me off the road. Would he? I needed to focus on getting us to a safe place. Declan’s house was out of the question now. So, without answering Declan’s question, I floored the accelerator and heard the tires squeal as they fought against the unseen force keeping us from moving.

      “Seriously, what is going on?” Declan shouted.

      “I’m going to get us out of here,” I said and rolled down the window. A bright blue ball of flames flickered to life in my palm. I lobbed it along the body of the truck in the general direction of our attacker. My foot was still pressing the gas pedal to the floor and we sped forward, slamming me back into the seat, knocking the breath out of my lungs.

      “You need to tell me what’s going on,” Declan ordered.

      “Someone is after us. Someone with powers. I slowed them down but this isn’t over. Hang on.”

      “Someone with powers? You mean they’re trying to kill us again?”

      “Looks like it,” I answered and pulled off the dirt road onto what was little more than a cart track through an abandoned field. The truck jostled along the uneven terrain, clearly not happy about plowing through tall grasses.

      I could see the other end of the field and the road that connected it to one of the other backroads in town. We’re going to make it. The front tires hit a rock sending us airborne. Just when I thought we would come back down, gravity went haywire and the ground was above us. I reached for Declan’s hand and held tight as darkness consumed me.
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      Light and sound assaulted my senses as everything came back to me way too fast. My ears rang and my eyes watered. I coughed and something in my side sent lances of hot pain through my entire torso. I blinked to try and clear my vision finding myself hanging upside down. How’d that happen? I groaned and wiped at my face. My hands came away covered in soot and I coughed again.

      “Henry?” I croaked.

      No answer.

      I tried to look around and realized now that the car was upside down, hanging from a tree. My head pounded and my brain was fuzzy, but things were starting to click back into place. Someone had tried to run us off the road. I yanked on the seatbelt that felt like a boulder crushing my ribs and the buckle came free, sending me on a collision course with the dashboard and windshield.

      It was then that I realized the soot and coughing was from a fire raging beneath the hood, likely in the engine block. The steering wheel was also a melted mess beneath Henry’s hand. His head hung forward, hair obscuring his face. I reached over, ignoring the pain in my ribs to brush it aside. He had a big cut on his forehead. I felt for his pulse and sighed when I found it throbbing steadily in his neck.

      We needed to get out of this death trap before it exploded. I did my best to slide back giving myself some room and started to kick at the windshield. My hands might be like steel, but it didn’t mean the rest of me wasn’t equally as strong. My ribs ached with every movement, but I ignored them. After three solid kicks the glass shattered, spraying little shards everywhere.

      “Hang on, I’m going to get you out,” I promised Henry and let gravity take me out of the truck. I winced as my back made contact with the fiery hood.

      My legs buckled under me when I hit the ground. The flames licked at the edges of the truck’s frame. I didn’t have a lot of time, but I needed to take stock of my own injuries before I tended to Henry. I felt my ribs and found the sharp point of one poking out through my side. I’d clearly broken it in the impact. It also explained my pain when I coughed and took more than shallow breaths. I needed help, but my phone was still in the truck—probably useless at this point.

      ‘Spencer, if you can hear me, I need help. Hurry. Please!’

      I had no idea if he’d be able to hear me all the way out here. We hadn’t really talked about what he’d been doing in terms of testing his own abilities. I had to hope it was enough as I regained my balance and trudged back to the driver’s side of the truck. Henry was still hanging there, silent and unmoving. If I hadn’t already checked for a pulse, I’d question whether he was alive. I thought I could hear the wail of sirens in the distance, but it could have just been wishful thinking.

      “Fuck,” I swore as my hands tugged on the superheated handle of the driver side door. Henry’s power had probably melted the damn thing shut. I balled my hand into a fist and started punching the glass of the window until it, too, shattered. I ignored the tiny cuts as I struggled to free Henry from the seatbelt. We must not have hit the tree hard enough to trigger the airbag which only increased my fear that his injuries were worse than they appeared. He slumped forward when I ripped the seatbelt material free of the buckle.

      “I got you,” I said and did my best to hoist him out of the truck without opening the door.

      I managed to get him away from the wreck right before the fire finally hit something extra combustible. The entire truck went up in a plume of dark smoke and angry orange flames. I coughed and dragged Henry as far as I could manage away from the scene and toward what I thought was the road we’d been aiming for.

      I’d been so focused on getting free I didn’t stop to think about our attacker. Something—a piece of metal—hit me from behind and darkness clouded my vision. A second blow sent me to the ground with Henry’s weight on top of me and the world went dark.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t say what roused me the second time. I opened my eyes slowly and panic took over. My head ached, but I was still definitely alive. Where am I? And where’s Henry? I tried to sit up, but the pain from my ribs stopped me.

      “Take it easy. You’ve been through quite a lot,” a deep voice said off to my left.

      “Where am I?” I wheezed.

      “Somewhere safe,” he answered.

      I tried to take in my surroundings. Thick wood-paneling boxed me in on all four sides. I was laying on a bed pressed up against one of the walls and when I lifted my hands to my face, I found an IV in my left hand. I tried to pry the tape away, but the owner of the voice appeared and gently took my hand in his.

      “I know you are disoriented and scared right now. But you need to try and stay calm.”

      “Henry?” I said, my mouth dry.

      “His injuries were more severe than yours. We’re treating him now.”

      “Is he going to be okay?”

      “With your help, we think so,” he answered. He looked almost familiar, but I couldn’t place him.

      “Who are you?”

      “Enough questions for now.” He held up long bands of gauze. “I’m going to wrap your ribs to help with the healing. Try to stay still okay?”

      I gritted my teeth through the pain as he wrapped the gauze tightly. I could almost feel the broken bones trying to knit back together. It was hell, but I suspected it would be over soon enough. The doctor—at least I assumed that’s what he was—injected something into the IV in my hand. I didn’t have time to question it. The sweet pull of something strong wrapped around me, sending me into a deep sleep all over again.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke up for the third time, I felt much better. The ache in my side was more of an occasional pinch and my head was clearer. I was able to sit up without wanting to vomit. All of those were good signs. I was still in the wood-paneled room, but I was alone. I yanked the IV out of my hand and left the room behind. The doctor had been right in thinking that the gauze would aide in the rapid healing, but I needed to find Henry. I needed to see for myself that he was going to be okay. And then I was going to find whoever was after us and give them the beatdown they deserved. I heard voices down the hall and one of them sounded like Henry.

      “Henry!’ I barreled through the door and into the room where his voice was coming from. I found him sitting up in bed. His forehead had a much smaller bandage than I’d expected and his breathing seemed normal. I spotted a pair of IV bags, one with a clear fluid and one with what looked suspiciously like blood hanging from a pole over his left shoulder.

      “You look better,” he offered.

      “You said his injuries were worse than mine. How is he sitting up talking?” I demanded, eying the doctor warily.

      “We should have this discussion somewhere more private, Mr. O’Bannon.”

      “How do you know my name?” I stared at Henry who was looking anywhere, but at me. “What the fuck is going on?”

      “Perhaps I should leave you two to talk first,” the doctor said and he quickly retreated from the room.

      “Henry, who is he? Where are we?”

      He exhaled slowly. “His name is Clayton Kirkpatrick.”

      “Wait … Tina’s psycho mad scientist father!?”

      “He’s not a psycho or a mad scientist,” Henry said softly.

      “And you know that how?”

      “Because I’ve been working for him these last three years.”

      “No. You were working for Tina’s mother,” I countered in confusion.

      “I’ve been spying on the company for him.”

      I shook my head. None of this made any sense. Why would he be spying for the man who made us into fucked up lab experiments? “No. That’s not true.”

      “It is. Declan, I’m sorry. I thought I was being careful but I slipped up and they figured it out. I never meant to put you in any danger.”

      “Did they tell you to get close to me?”

      “No. They had nothing to do with how I feel about you. Felipe warned me it would be dangerous but I told him I didn’t care. That I should be happy and go out with whoever I wanted.”

      “Your friend who was furiously messaging you before we ended up in a fucking tree?”

      “He was warning me to watch my back, to be on alert. I should have listened. I thought I sensed someone following us last night and this morning. But I didn’t want to believe that I’d messed up that badly. I didn’t want to worry about what would happen when they did find out. I just wanted to be with you.”

      “I can’t believe this. How do I know you’re even telling me the truth right now?”

      He touched the side of his neck. “The blocker tech that Lena gave me, to keep Spencer and Marisol out of my head. They had to remove it after the crash. Get him here. He’ll know if I’m telling you the truth.”

      Spencer. I’d forgotten about my mental plea for him to find me. If he’d actually gotten it, I had little doubt Tina would have tracked my phone to the crash. But, how were they supposed to find us here? Wherever here is? “He doesn’t even know where we are. I don’t know where we are.”

      “Clayton will give you a phone. Call them. Get them all here, quietly. It’s time they knew what was really going on.”

      I didn’t know what I believed, but I knew my friends would help me figure this shit out. If that man was really Tina’s father, I was honestly giddy to see her rip him to shreds. So, I marched out into the hallway and back to the room I’d been in. Clayton stood in the middle of the room, like he’d been waiting for me.

      “Henry says you can give me a phone. I’m not talking to you or listening to whatever you have to say until my friends are here though.”

      “Of course.” He pulled a phone from his pocket. “There’s a pre-programmed text ready to be sent with our GPS coordinates. You just need to put Tina’s number in there.

      “You’re really her father?”

      He looked away. “I’m not much of a father. We will talk when they arrive.” He left the room. I dialed Tina’s number and waited while it rang.

      “Who is this?” Tina snapped on the other end of the line.

      “Tina, it’s me,” I said.

      “Declan? Shit, you’re okay?”

      “Not sure about okay but I’m alive. I’m going to text you some coordinates. Bring Spencer and Marisol, but no one else. And don’t tell anyone. There’s someone you all need to meet.”
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      I hated seeing Declan look at me like I was a stranger. The rational part of my brain told me it was to be expected. I’d kept this whole side of myself from him. I’d kept it from a lot of people. I hadn’t done it to hurt him and I’d committed to my role as spy long before he came along. But I also understood his hurt and sense of betrayal.

      “Look who’s not dead,” Felipe said, appearing in the doorway to my room.

      “Yeah, just barely.”

      He cocked his head to one side. “What, no sassy response?”

      I rubbed at the non-bandaged side of my head. “Not really in a joking mood.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “I told you it wasn’t going to end well.”

      The extra time resting had cleared my head and I felt steady enough to stand. “I don’t need a lecture from you. I feel bad enough as it is.”

      “He shouldn’t have asked you to get that sample. He had to have known it would get you caught.”

      “I did what I had to, but I wasn’t careful enough. That’s on me. Besides, if I hadn’t, I’d probably be dead right now.” I studied his face, catching the hint of worry that tugged the corners of his mouth into a frown. “I should have looked at your texts. Maybe this wouldn’t have happened.”

      “Did you get a look at who tried to take you out?”

      Did I share my suspicions about Reese? I still wasn’t convinced he would go rogue like that. “No. I was too busy trying to keep us alive.”

      Felipe nodded and leaned against the doorframe. “How pissed was Declan when he found out about your whole James Bond thing?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if he dumped my ass and never spoke to me again. I’m not sure I’d blame him either. I get what he’s feeling. I betrayed his trust by keeping all of this from him. He still doesn’t believe what I told him.”

      “So, he’s getting the mind reader to come be your lie detector.”

      “They all deserve to know what’s really going on … Tina especially. She’s been kept in the dark most of all. She’s been hurting the longest.” She deserves to know her father.

      Felipe glanced at his phone. “Looks like we won’t have to wait long to find out how this shakes out. They’re already here. Come on.” He looped an arm around my shoulders and guided me into the common area.

      Declan sat in one of the chairs and kept his gaze focused elsewhere when I sat down in a seat not far from him. Felipe leaned on the back of my chair as Spencer, Tina, and Marisol entered the room. Spencer let out a low whistle as he took in the space.

      “So, who exactly are we supposed to meet?” Tina asked loudly.

      “That would be me,” Clayton answered, stepping into the room. He kept his distance from the newcomers, but I could see the way he looked at Tina. The unshed tears in his eyes at the daughter he had never known.

      “Henry says he’s been spying for him this whole time. Tell me he’s lying,” Declan said, glaring at Spencer.

      “You know I can’t read him,” Spencer noted.

      “Actually, now you can. No more tech,” I offered while tapping my head.

      Spencer eyed me warily, but approached. He glanced at Tina. “Ask him something.”

      “What did you tell Declan?”

      I took a breath. “I’ve been spying on your mother for the last three years. Reporting back on her activities and what she’s been doing.” In my head, I tried to give Spencer as much signal as I could. He had to know that I was telling the truth. ‘I have no reason to lie to you.’

      “How’d you really hurt your arm?” Declan demanded.

      I shot Clayton a look and he nodded. Time to fess up to my part in all of this. “I snuck into the lab at headquarters. We found out about Declan’s healing ability and we needed to study it. I know that the lab double checks the data daily that’s stored in there. Blood and tissue samples taken from when we were babies and some even more recently. I took a vial of Declan’s blood and had to leave mine in its place. I knew it wouldn’t hold up under scrutiny but it was the best I could do.”

      “That’s why you said what you did earlier about helping people,” Declan muttered.

      “Yeah. If we can study it, learn how it works, we can maybe help cure people. It helped me today.”

      “Who is he?” Tina interrupted, staring at her father.

      “I know you all have many more questions that we will answer in time but I think Henry should get some rest,” he said, avoiding Tina’s question.

      “He’s not going anywhere until you tell us who you are,” Tina snapped.

      “You have every right to be angry with me, Christina. I’ve not done much to earn anything but your ire.”

      “You act like you know me.”

      “That would only be true if your mother had let me into your life.”

      She stared at him, open-mouthed. The realization hit her and her cheeks flushed. She rounded on me. “You knew this whole time? You knew where he was and you didn’t say anything?”

      “I wanted to tell you. I really did, but it would have blown my cover.”

      “Fuck your cover.”

      “May I remind you that someone from your mother’s team nearly murdered your friend today?” Clayton said.

      “So, what? She’s really the bad guy?”

      “It’s not as simple as good and evil. All of your parents needed help conceiving. That is true and we offered them that chance. We also were trying to find ways to cure common birth defects. Weak hearts, developmental and emotional conditions. All of it together resulted in these abilities or powers manifesting. I never wanted to hurt anyone. Lena had … other plans in mind.”

      “Like what?” Tina seethed.

      “Military stuff,” Spencer answered, clearly picking up on Clayton’s thoughts.

      “She wanted to use the skills we had unlocked for more aggressive aims.”

      ‘But we have been helping people,” Marisol argued.

      “Oh, yeah she paints it that way but think about what could happen if she took it too far. You get sent in with a police or military unit. Spencer uses his mind control and suddenly you’ve got the potential for misuse,” I noted.

      “How do you know about that?” Spencer asked.

      “You aren’t as sneaky as you think,” I commented.

      “Have you been here this entire time?” Tina’s voice was softer now, less sure of herself.

      “When your mother served me with divorce papers, she also served me with a restraining order. A judge in her pocket has kept it in effect all this time. If I went anywhere near you, she’d know and let’s just say jail would not have been my punishment. I’ve been keeping an eye on you. You have a brilliant mind. And you don’t give up. I swear to you, I am not going anywhere and any question you have, I will answer.”

      “Where have I heard that before?” Tina grumbled irritably.

      “He’s telling the truth,” Spencer said.

      “Yes, he is sincere,” Marisol added.

      I knew I should leave them alone to deal with this new information. They needed to decide where their allegiance rested. I got to my feet and slowly made my way back down the hall to my room. I had just gotten settled beneath the blankets when Declan appeared in my door way. He actually met my gaze this time.

      “You really risked everything, just to help people?”

      “What can I say, it’s in my genes.” I let out a weak laugh. “I know this is a lot to take in and I understand that you’re angry with me for keeping it secret from you.”

      “I am angry. But it isn’t entirely your fault. It sounds like you weren’t given much choice about whose bidding you did,” Declan said, taking a step into the room.

      “I promise, from here on out, no more secrets.” I just prayed he’d give me one last chance.

      “No more secrets,” he agreed and settled onto the bed beside me. At least I could rest easier knowing he’d made his choice. The fight was still coming, but at least we had a heavy hitter on our side. And for once—even for just a little while—I could live in the romantic comedy ending of actually getting the guy.

      
        
        To Be Continued…
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      I’d never seen a grown man look so pleased by the destruction of property. I stood in the basement of a secluded cabin with reinforced concrete walls and a whole host of electronics—a tech girl’s dream house—with a circuit board sizzling on the floor in front of me.

      “You were holding back,” Clayton said, despite the grin on his face.

      I’d known the man barely a week. Still I wasn’t ready to call him ‘Dad’, even though biologically speaking I was only here thanks in part to his genetic contribution. I tugged my hair free from the knotted bun at the nape of my neck, bright blue tendrils fell to frame my face.

      “You said you wanted to know what I could do. I showed you,” I replied.

      He kicked the smoldering piece of tech with his shoe. “Tina, this is just a party trick. Come on, I want you to really let loose.”

      I looked around the room and back to him. “But … if I do that, all your stuff will be ruined.”

      He closed the distance between us and raised his hand as if to touch my shoulder. He hesitated and dropped it to his side before saying, “Trust me, I’m not worried about any of this stuff. You’re not going to hurt my feelings by wrecking it.”

      I chewed my bottom lip in silence. Testing people’s powers was something my mother did. Except, she’d never tested mine. She made sure I stayed put behind a computer screen, burying myself in files instead of placing me in the line of fire. It wasn’t that I longed to be out there beside my friends kicking ass—I liked the safety of my computer screen—but it was just another way she’d manipulated me. She had lied to me my entire life. I looked up at the man standing in front of me. I could see pieces of myself in his bone structure and build. Still isn’t he doing the same thing, using me to get what he wants?

      “What’s going on in that head of yours, Tina?” Clayton’s voice drew me from my thoughts.

      “Nothing,” I lied. Beside me, a set of large magnets began to rise from the floor. One of them flipped so their like poles were facing each other. The tension of the poles fighting to repel one another was palpable and without meaning to, I sent them flying in opposite directions, one narrowly missing Clayton’s right arm.

      He pointed a finger at the magnet that now lay against the far wall. I could see tiny cracks spider webbing out from the impact. “Hmm … Now I know something’s bothering you. Please, I can’t help you if you don’t talk to me.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. A part of me recognized it was a defensive posture and something I did when I didn’t want to talk about my feelings. Feelings were only for suckers, but I couldn’t help it. “You’ve been here my entire life, hiding out in your little bunker, but you never once tried to reach out.” He opened his mouth to speak instead I cut him off. “You said Mom took out a restraining order on you. I checked and I know that part’s true. But you are a super smart scientist. Couldn’t you have found a way if you had really wanted to?”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I know I’ve disappointed you. You’re right. I should have tried harder to connect with you. Had I known she was pregnant at the time everything went south; believe me I would have fought like hell to see you.” He let out a slow exhale. “I know we haven’t known each other all that long, but we’ve had this conversation before. What is really on your mind?”

      “How can I trust that what you are telling me is true? About the experiments and what Mom wants to do with all of our powers?”

      He nodded. “That’s the crux of it. She’s lied to you for so long, you can’t be sure I’m not doing the same, right?”

      “Can you blame me?” I asked.

      “Not at all. There was a time when your mother and I were very much in sync. Our research and aims were aligned. That hasn’t been the case in a very long time. I could say I think it’s abhorrent that she is putting young lives in danger, but I would be a hypocrite. Especially since I put Henry in that very same situation.”

      And Henry had nearly died. So had Declan. I had to give Clayton credit for being able to admit his weaknesses. That was definitely something my mother would never do.

      As proof he was on the right side of this fight, Clayton had given me video footage he’d recorded of the last time he and my mother had spoken. My mother had served him with the restraining order and threatened to ruin him if he got in the way of the progress of her experiments. She’d thrown around words like “government assets.” He’d argued that wasn’t the point of their work and it would only put children in danger. She’d dismissed his concerns nonchalantly. He claimed she didn’t know he’d made it. Why then hadn’t he used it to get the restraining order lifted? I didn’t know. I’d watched it nearly two dozen times in the last week, digging into the code, making sure it was legit. It had been enough to convince me he wasn’t a complete monster trying to control my life.

      “Say I do believe you. What’s the plan now? Henry is clearly burned as your spy.”

      Henry hadn’t wanted to admit it at first, but over the course of the last week, he’d shared his theory that Reese Finley—rookie cop and telekinetic—was possibly behind the attack. I hated being kept in the dark—four years of digging for our super powers’ origin spoke for itself—and it pissed me off I didn’t know Reese was one of us. It didn’t explain why he would try to kill people. He’d joined the police force to help people, or so at least I’d assumed.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. I’m not going to put Henry back in harm’s way. I don’t want to let you or your friends back out there, either, but I know that is not my choice.”

      “Declan’s out for blood. He’s pissed someone tried to off him and his boyfriend. And Spencer isn’t going to sit around while other people get hurt.” Marisol would go along with whatever Spencer wants. Even spending the last few months trying to get to know her, I still didn’t like her. She had the nasty habit of trying to get me to talk about how my mother’s betrayal made me feel and that’s not something I needed or had ever wanted to do.

      “Which is precisely what worries me about the situation. The group I’ve put together is small. Still we’ve managed to stay hidden for this long, because those that I recruited have been able to keep themselves in check.”

      The unspoken dig that I couldn’t keep my powers under control stung. “Let me go back. I’ll be your spy.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized I was declaring allegiance to a father I didn’t know over the woman who’d raised me.

      This time, he didn’t stop himself from touching me. His hand rested lightly on my shoulder. I really wanted to shrug it off, but didn’t move. “If I wouldn’t risk a young man who I am fond of, but with whom I don’t share DNA, what makes you think I would be okay with sending my own daughter in his place?”

      “Obviously she wouldn’t expect it to be me,” I answered.

      His lips turned down into a frown. “I understand you are frustrated with your mother for keeping secrets from you for so long. But if this little demonstration showed me anything, it is that your powers are far more entwined with your emotions than you realize and they are likely to betray you if she pushes your buttons. And make no mistake, she knows exactly which ones to push.”

      “I can control my powers,” I quipped, just as the metal zipper on his jacket slid up and down of its own accord betraying my words.

      “Nothing would make me happier than to spend time with my daughter and get to know the young woman she’s become. But, you’re not ready to take on this responsibility. Quite frankly, I’m not ready to risk losing you in this fight.”

      I hated being told what I was or wasn’t capable of. He didn’t know me. Still at least he wants to get to know me. “So, train me then. Help me get my powers under control. Let me help you stop her from hurting other people.”

      He gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Training I can do. And perhaps there is a way you can keep an eye on things without arousing any suspicion.”

      “I’m listening,” I replied.

      “From what we’ve been able to gather, your mother has been grooming some of the older subjects in law enforcement.”

      Like Reese. “That makes sense. Uncle Nick is in on things so he’d be able to keep an eye on super powered recruits.” I tried to follow his line of thought to its logical conclusion. It hit me after only a few moments of contemplation. “I’ve told Uncle Nick I wanted to intern with the department once I finished school. He said he could put in a good word to help me get an internship at the precinct.”

      “It would afford you the opportunity to keep an eye on things without being under your mother’s nose.”

      It would also give me a chance to dig deeper into whether Reese had been the one responsible for almost killing my friends. And see whether or not he had a girlfriend. I tugged my hair back into a ponytail. “I’ll go right now.”

      “Before you go, it might be a good idea to take one of these,” Clayton said, digging into his pocket for a tiny device.

      “What is it?” I asked, plucking it from his fingers.

      “It’s a variation on the telepathy blocker your mother created.”

      “Why would I need that? It’s not like Spencer’s going to blab on me.”

      “Just because he is the only telepath that you know of doesn’t mean there aren’t others out there with similar abilities. I can put it in. It won’t take much time at all.”

      I wouldn’t lie; having a way to keep prying minds out of my head was a good thing. Still as much as I resented the idea that some people considered me a loose cannon, they weren’t wrong. Having an added layer of protection for now was a reasonable safeguard. “Let’s do it.”

      We headed up to the main floor of the compound. I spotted Henry and Declan in the main room, deep in conversation. Their hands touched and I caught Declan letting a small smile slip. Even after all the secrets, he’d managed to keep hold of his relationship. I stepped into the room and cleared my throat, drawing their attention. Henry spotted me first and immediately averted his gaze. He’d recovered faster than a normal person should thanks to a blood transfusion which included Declan’s super-speed healing genes. With a little more time, no one would even be able to tell he had been in a near fatal car accident.

      “You don’t have to look so guilty,” I said.

      “You have fun blowing shit up?” Declan asked.

      “I wasn’t blowing shit up. But yeah I guess it was okay.” I wasn’t ready to let them see how vulnerable being around my father made me. “I’m heading out if you need a ride.”

      “We’re hanging here for a while,” Declan answered.

      “Whatever.” I looked at Henry. “You know he’s not going to let you go back.” To say he was burned to his face—given his fire-starting powers—was too punny even for me.

      “I can’t just disappear. They’ll know something’s up,” Henry argued.

      “I don’t think I need to remind you that one of Lena’s best operatives nearly succeeded in silencing you permanently,” Clayton said, appearing in the room with a small hypodermic needle in hand.

      “I can get them to trust me again,” he insisted.

      “You have contributed enough to this fight already, Henry. Take the time to recover and spend time with those you care about. Besides, for the time being, it may be safer to let them think they’ve succeeded,” Clayton replied and inclined his head toward Declan.

      “But what about the reports of powered attacks in town?” Henry argued.

      “Hello, have you met me? I’m the queen of digging for dirt. Whatever’s going on, I’ll figure it out,” I said before Clayton could respond. It didn’t matter that this was the first I was hearing about possible super-powered attacks. All it did was give me more ammunition to use against my mother.

      Clayton turned to me and held up the device. “Shall we get this over with?”

      “What are you doing to her?” Declan asked, already on his feet.

      “Chill, okay? It’s just one of those mind reading blockers,” I answered and stepped into Declan’s path. We both knew I wasn’t an impediment if he really wanted to get past me. I’d seen the damage he could do with his hands of steel and super strength.

      “Why do you need one of those?” Declan asked, eying Clayton warily.

      “Because she’s taking my place,” Henry said in a resigned tone.

      “Fuck, Tina! I knew you were mad at your mom, but I didn’t think you were suicidal. And don’t think I’m not telling Sorano,” Declan boomed.

      “I’m just going to hang at the police station and keep an eye on things there. That’s all. She won’t even realize what I’m doing,” I countered.

      “I think we all know that’s not the only reason you want to be there,” Henry said, a dorky smile ghosting over his lips.

      “Shut up, Pyro.”

      “Oh, right. Your murdering boyfriend,” Declan said, cracking his knuckles to make his point.

      “He’s not my boyfriend.” I doubted he even knew I actually existed. “And if he is responsible for nearly killing you both, I’ll be the first in line to beat his ass.”

      Before either of the boys could respond, Clayton nudged me into one of the overstuffed chairs and positioned the needle against my neck, right below my right ear. “You’ll feel a pinch.”

      I gritted my teeth, but managed not to flinch as the device burrowed beneath my skin. “How do we know I’m not going to short this thing out the next time I get angry?”

      “It’s made of durable plastics. Nothing metal in there at all.”

      Plastic, like Magneto’s cell in the X-Men movie sequel. God, I hated Spencer for making me watch those stupid movies. Just because I liked dismantling computer networks didn’t mean I was a geek like him. I suppose I was lucky he hadn’t resorted to calling me Magneto. “So, once I’m settled at the station, what do I do? How do I update you?” I rubbed the spot behind my ear and winced at the noticeable lump left by the injection.

      “Face to face would be fine,” Clayton answered, capping the syringe and stowing it in his pocket.

      “Right. For training.”

      “Are you sure you aren’t also a telepath?” he quipped with a smile.

      I resisted the urge to groan. “I’m gonna go now, losers.” I left the three of them in the main room and darted out the front door of the compound before anyone could stop me.
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      For the tenth time in the last hour, I checked my phone to find no new texts or calls from Lena Boudreau. It wasn’t like my boss to ghost me, still I hadn’t heard from her in nearly a week. Something felt off though I couldn’t place it. I wanted to think I was just being paranoid, but she had never gone dark like this before. Just as I set the phone back in the top drawer of my desk, I sensed a presence hovering beside my desk. I turned to find Tina, Lena’s daughter, watching me. I didn’t have a reason to be nervous around her. Hell, we barely knew each other and yet, I felt a flash of heat creep up my neck as her pale blue eyes bored into me.

      “Can I help you?” The words came out as annoyed, even though that wasn’t exactly how I was feeling about seeing her in my personal space. Pleasantly surprised, more like.

      “I’m looking for my Uncle Nick,” she answered and tugged on a few strands of her bright blue hair.

      Some people thought she was immature or attention-seeking for dying her hair such an unnatural color. I found it kind of cute. Not that I would ever tell her that. Some lines were there for a reason and I couldn’t cross the ‘being interested in the boss’s daughter line.’ Not after everything Lena had done for me. I cleared my throat. “He’s out on a call right now. Is there something I can help you with?”

      Instead of answering my question, she sat down in the vacant chair beside my desk. She leaned back, as if she intended to get comfortable and stay awhile.

      “You can’t just sit there,” I told her.

      She pulled out her phone and slid one of her earbuds into her ear. “I’ll just wait for him to come back.”

      I glanced around the bull pen. The few officers who were still on duty weren’t paying any attention to us. I gave her seat a little telekinetic nudge in the hopes that it would give her the hint I didn’t have time to entertain her. I felt something I’d never encountered before; resistance. It was as if the chair had a mind of its own. No, not the chair. It was her. How had I forgotten she had powers like mine? The metal legs of the chair started to buckle and I pulled back, hoping she’d take the hint. She barely reacted. Either she didn’t realize we had a shared superpower or she was better at bluffing than I had realized.

      “Look, you can wait for him if it’s important, but can you do it out in the waiting area? I’ve got stuff to do.”

      She arched a dark brow at me. “Bullshit. You weren’t doing anything else.”

      I didn’t want to admit that she was right, but there was no point in lying to her. “Okay, fine. I wasn’t doing anything. Still I am on shift, so just try not to be distracting.”

      She snorted. “Sure thing. You know, maybe you can help me after all.”

      “What do you need?”

      “Uncle Nick told me he could help get me an internship with the department. I figured, after hanging around the house all summer, maybe it was time to take him up on that offer. I don’t want to be one of those losers living in their mom’s basement forever.”

      I wanted to tell her I knew she’d been doing more than spending time at home since she had graduated, but she wasn’t supposed to know that I knew about her powers or what her mother was doing. “There are some forms you need to fill out to get the process started. I have to say; I didn’t picture you as the law enforcement type.” More like a hacktivist.

      “Oh, I’ll save the running into danger for you, Mr. Police Officer. Give me a keyboard and I’m happy.”

      I hadn’t always envisioned myself in law enforcement, but I believed that things happen for a reason. Thanks to Lena’s guidance I’d found my way into serving on the front lines. I liked to think I was making a difference, even without the aid of superpowers. I let out a breath and stood up, turning my focus back to Tina’s request. “Just give me a minute to get the forms. I’m sure your uncle wouldn’t mind you hanging around to fill them out while you wait.”

      She gave me a thumbs up with one hand. “I’ll be here then.”

      As I passed behind her, I tried to get a glimpse of her phone, but she’d installed one of those screen protectors that distorted the image. Smart girl. I rifled through one of the filing cabinets to find the internship forms, trying to convince myself that her interest in the department was nothing more than keeping things in the family. Although, while she’s here it wouldn’t hurt to get to know her better. In a professional capacity only, of course. No flirting with the boss’s daughter.

      “Here you go,” I said and handed over the stapled packet of papers.

      Tina looked up from her phone and took them. “Got a pen?”

      I reached for the top drawer of my desk and noted it was slightly ajar. I had closed it before she showed up, didn’t I? I brushed the sudden onset of unease aside and handed over a pen. My phone still sat in the drawer like I’d left it. I’d heard about Tina’s propensity to hack police systems. Still she wouldn’t be foolish enough to risk doing it in the middle of the precinct with cops in full view, or would she.

      “So, how come you aren’t out on whatever this big call is?” Tina asked and tapped the end of the pen against her lips. I studied the way the clip made a small indent in her upper lip, far more interested in it than I should have been.

      “Luck of the draw,” I answered. It wasn’t entirely true. I’d wanted to go on the call, but Officer Boudreau had benched me. Like Lena, he’d been ignoring me the last few days and giving me the cold shoulder when he did act like I existed.

      Before Tina could make some sort of comment, voices filled the small space of the bull pen. Uniformed officers walked in, a couple of guys in handcuffs between them. Officer Boudreau led the cluster of officers and he stopped short when he spotted Tina sitting near my desk. I couldn’t hear the directive he gave the others, but I assumed it was related to securing the men in cuffs. He strode over to my desk.

      “What’s going on here?” There was no mistaking the accusatory note in his voice. He didn’t like the close proximity of me to his niece any more than her mother did.

      Tina looked up from the forms and gave her uncle a smile. The kind of smile that if spiders could smile, would disarm the unsuspecting fly until it was stuck in the web, unable to escape. “Hey, Uncle Nick. I thought it was about time I took you up on your offer of that department internship. I mean, my mother’s been pestering me to get out of the house and do something with my time all summer.” She gestured to me with the tip of the pen. “Officer Finley here was just helping me with the forms.”

      I waited in silence for Officer Boudreau to respond. After a long pause he looked from me to his niece and back again. “Thanks for getting her started, rookie. I can take it from here.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I replied.

      Tina scooped up the forms and followed her uncle to the other end of the bullpen. She shot me a smile over her shoulder before she fell into conversation with him. I sunk into my chair and let out a long exhale. The desk drawers beside me opened and closed of their own accord. I grabbed the handle of the middle one and slammed it shut with more force than necessary. It had been years since my powers acted up like this. Why is she making me so nervous?

      After trying to look busy for the last few minutes of my shift—and failing miserably—I clocked out, changed into street clothes and headed to the back lot of the station. No one parked back there and it gave me decent cover for my new favorite mode of transit. Since I’d discovered I could use my telekinesis to make myself fly, I’d given up driving anywhere.

      With both hands out to my sides, I let the air pressure build against the ground, propelling me upwards. With a grin that I was sure would never go away, I altered my direction—tilting my hands like the stabilizers on an airplane and pushed myself onward. I was careful never to go above the tree line. We may have a higher number of super powered people per capita in this town, but most folks were still ignorant to the experiments Kirkpatrick Industries had conducted twenty-some-odd years ago. I wasn’t going to be the reason they discovered the truth.

      I landed outside the run-down factory building that Henry St. Pierre used for secret target practice. His truck was nowhere to be seen, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t around. I hadn’t heard from him in a few days either. Despite the number of times I’d found him here, flinging fireballs left and right, it was still good practice to give him some warning I was coming.

      “Henry, you in there?” I called through the burnt-out shell of one of the windows.

      I got no response so I darted through the doorway. The space was empty. I spotted char marks on one of the walls and pressed my hand to the concrete. It was cool. He’d been here, but not in the last few days. Maybe he was hanging at the library. He took his cover story very seriously. I couldn’t blame him. He’d confided in me that the normalcy of being a librarian was a welcome change from all the super hero antics. Darting out of the building, I took off and headed back toward the center of town.
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        * * *

      

      A young Latina girl sat at the circulation desk. I knew she was one of Tina’s friends or at least acquaintances. Tina didn’t really do friendships from what her mother and uncle said. I approached the desk, hoping I didn’t catch her too off guard.

      “Hey, you’re Marisol, right?” I asked.

      She looked at me and her gaze fixated on my face. She stayed silent for a moment, as if trying to read me—like any good empath would do. “Yes. Can I help you?”

      “Maybe. I was looking for Henry. We were supposed to meet up, but he’s MIA. I was hoping he might have grabbed an extra shift and had forgotten to tell me.”

      Her gaze narrowed at me and her lips pressed into a thin line. “No, he’s not here. I have not seen him today either.”

      “You know, it was a long shot anyway. I’ll just give him a call and see if I can catch up with him that way,” I said and left the circulation area before Marisol could comment.

      What the hell is going on with everyone ghosting me?

      I stepped out of the library and pulled out my cell phone. I called Henry’s number, but it went straight to voicemail. “Hey, H, it’s me. Just wanted to check in. I haven’t heard from you in a few days. I know things were a little rough with your boyfriend and I wanted to make sure you’re all good. Hit me back when you get this.”

      I ended the call, but couldn’t shake the feeling that something was very off about this whole situation.
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      I stopped listening to Uncle Nick’s explanation of the minute details of the internship when I noticed Reese head out of the precinct. I wanted to follow him and see what he was up to—I still didn’t know if he was responsible for the attempted hit on Henry and Declan—but I also knew it would be rude if I just bailed on Uncle Nick.

      “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?” Uncle Nick said, snapping his fingers in front of my face.

      “I was listening,” I muttered.

      “Tina, just because you’re my niece doesn’t mean you get special treatment. I can pull the strings to get you in, but you’ve got to put in the work and show them you are capable of holding this position.”

      “I get it. Look, just give me the info and I’ll read it over. I promise.”

      He sighed, but handed me the packet of pages. “You’re going to need to get fingerprints done and undergo a background check, too, before you start.”

      Thankfully I’d managed to stay on the right side of the law—or at least I’d darted back over the line before anyone had caught me. I could see the look of anxiety in his eyes and I flashed him a grin. “Relax, Uncle Nick. I’ve never done anything that would get you in trouble. And nothing I’ve done has ever been traced back to me.”

      “That better be true.”

      He headed in the direction the other officers had escorted the two morons in handcuffs earlier, leaving me free to go where I pleased. I made my way out of the station and wandered along Main Street, unsure of where to go. I’d only just seen Clayton. I didn’t want to seem too needy if I went back to let him know I’d landed the internship. Besides, my mother wasn’t stupid. She was probably tracking my GPS location. Too bad for her, I’d disabled it on my phone forever ago.

      I headed for the town’s only coffee shop and took one of the outside tables out of view of other customers and pedestrians. I fished in my bag for the new phone I’d just bought. I linked it to my regular phone and with a few taps, transferred the cloned data from Reese’s phone. Now, I would see what he did and who he talked to without him or anyone else knowing.

      “Let’s see what you’ve been up to, Officer.”

      I scrolled through his texts. Most were to my mother with a consistent theme of being ghosted. I knew my mother was cold, but this seemed excessive even for her. He had a handful of outgoing calls to her phone number, too. I flicked through the other calls. None that looked like they could be to a girlfriend. Fuck, Tina focus! His most recent call was to Henry that lasted forty seconds. Why would he call Henry if he was the one who’d tried to kill him? For a minute I considered that Henry’s theory was just complete bullshit. There was nothing to point to Reese being a homicidal lunatic. Although, he could also be covering his tracks and trying to divert suspicion. He could show his phone logs as a way to say “see, I was trying to get in touch with him the whole time”.

      “I’m going to figure out what you’re up to,” I vowed as my stomach rumbled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. I considered grabbing something here, but I needed something more substantial. Besides, I needed to touch base with Spencer and fill him in on the plan.

      Leaving the coffee shop behind, I traced the path to Sorano’s. I spotted Spencer through the front window, bussing tables. I shouldered the front door open—the little bell announcing my presence—then sat in a booth and waited.

      “What are you doing here?” Spencer asked, his gaze narrowed at me, trying to read my thoughts. After a few seconds, his face relaxed.

      Guess Clayton’s tech works. “A girl’s gotta eat.” I gestured to the water pitcher. “What’s with the bus boy routine?”

      “One of the waiters called in sick and I told my parents I’d help out. It’s not like I was doing anything else today.”

      Right. We hadn’t figured out how much my mother knew about Declan’s whereabouts and as far as anyone knew, he and Spencer were supposed to still be working together. No Declan meant no Spencer in the field. “Are you going to just stand there or can I get something to eat?”

      He gawked at me for a minute longer before he pushed his glasses back up on his nose and set the water pitcher on the table and took out a note pad. “What do you want?”

      “Chicken parm, light on the sauce.”

      Spencer opened his mouth, but closed it again and disappeared toward the kitchen. I waited for him to come back, knowing I’d be pelted with questions. Sure enough, when he brought the food and a free soda—knowing the owners’ son has a few perks—he sat across from me. “Okay explain, why can’t I read you?”

      I took a bite of the chicken, savoring the flavoring on the breading before answering. “You haven’t talked to Declan?”

      “He’s supposed to be laying low, remember? So, no. I haven’t heard from him. What gives, Tina?”

      I tapped behind my ear. “Clayton gave me telepath blocking tech.”

      His gaze narrowed again as if he was trying to read my thoughts. I expected watery eyes or a nose bleed, but other than a frustrated sigh as he sunk back against the faux leather, there was no outward appearance his powers were failing him. “I know he’s your dad and everything, but why would he want to keep me out of your head?”

      I couldn’t resist the urge to roll my eyes. “It’s not about you. We needed someone to take Henry’s place. Yours truly volunteered. I’m interning at the precinct. Apparently, there’s some shady shit going on with super powered people attacking civilians. So, lucky me I get to hack some shit and keep an eye on my mother and my Uncle Nick.”

      Spencer arched a brow. “Since when is it a ‘we’ thing? You’ve known this guy a week.”

      “And he saved Declan’s life. Plus, I’ve seen the footage he’s got on my mother. He’s not our enemy. Besides, we know my mother sent someone after Henry. That’s definitely a mark in the evil bitch column, okay? At least he’s interested in getting to know me. Oh, and he’s going to train me. Like out of X-Men. I figured you’d appreciate the reference.”

      “You do know there’s more to comics than just the X-Men, right? A vast, wonderful variety. Just because we’re basically living it doesn’t mean that’s all there is out there.”

      “Be happy I care enough to pay attention to that one,” I replied.

      Spencer rolled his eyes. “Whatever.” He leaned forward. “I just don’t want you to get hurt, Tina. Physically or emotionally.”

      “If I wanted mushy emotion shit, I’d have gone to your girlfriend,” I grumbled.

      “I will say this; I appreciate that his tech doesn’t make me want to vomit. I still remember the first time I tried to read your mom. I thought I was going to puke for hours.”

      “See? Another reason he’s better than her.”

      Before he could say anything, an incoming message beeped on the cloned phone. I ignored it. The fewer people who knew I had it, the better. But when it beeped again, Spencer gestured to my bag. “Are you going to answer that?”

      “It’s probably my mother demanding to know where I am. She can suck it.”

      “I don’t know what you’re trying to get out of this, but I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said and slid out of the booth, slapping the check on the table as he left.

      I pulled the phone from my bag and studied the brief text exchange between Henry and Reese. Henry’s message was short. ‘Everything’s fine.’ I assumed it was in response to Reese’s outgoing call earlier. Reese’s message back was cryptic: ‘Meet me at the usual spot in twenty. We need to talk.’

      I was eager to see what Reese planned to do if he did in fact meet up with Henry. Maybe I could catch him before he could take another swing at Pyro. I went back through Reese’s location data and found a spot in the woods that he’d frequented in the past few weeks. I vaguely remembered the location popping up when Declan had asked for Henry’s location a few weeks back. If I left now, I could beat Henry there. I left the food and a twenty-dollar bill on the table and shouldered my bag.
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      Henry didn’t respond to my text about meeting up, but I would wait as long as it took to make sure he showed. The air currents around me tugged at the hem of my t-shirt as I propelled myself across town. I liked being able to move things with my mind, but being able to fly was just so fun. I could go anywhere—not that I’d ever left Everston—and no one could stop me. I landed back on the ground near the factory and sensed a presence nearby.

      “H? That you?” I called, my hands instinctively reaching for the gun holstered at my hip. I hadn’t had time to secure it at home in my safe. The uneasy feeling about everyone ghosting me was a little preoccupying.

      “Do I look like a skinny gay boy?” Tina called and stepped into view.

      “Jesus, Tina! I could have shot you,” I snapped, forcing my hands to relax.

      She gestured to the gun. “I’m no expert, but isn’t it hard to fire a gun if it’s still in the holster?”

      I glanced down to see that I had in fact forgotten to undo the clip securing the weapon safely inside. “Still, you shouldn’t sneak up on people like that.” When my heart stopped racing, I asked, “What are you doing here?” As far as I knew, Henry hadn’t shared this place with anyone.

      “Can’t a girl just go for a solitary walk in the woods?”

      I laughed. “Nature’s not really your element. Not enough computers and electronics.”

      She didn’t argue. “I wanted to say thanks for helping me out earlier. With the paperwork stuff.”

      “It’s kind of my job. Helping people.” I closed the distance between us. She was up to something and my gut told me it had nothing to do with paperwork. This close up I could see the barest hint of blond roots and for a split second I wondered what she’d look like without the blue hair dye. And what it might feel like to run my fingers through it. Stop thinking about her like that! “You didn’t come here in the hopes of running into me just to say thank you for some internship.”

      She bit her lower lip. “I was hoping I could talk to you. Without all the prying eyes and ears.”

      “Talk about what?”

      “Do I have to spell it out for you?” she asked, batting her eyelashes at me.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. I had a pretty good idea what she was after. “No offense, but you’re my commanding officer’s niece.”

      She gave an exaggerated eye roll. “Like I care? Why should that matter?”

      “In case you didn’t notice, he’s pretty protective of you. So is your mom for that matter. And I like my job. I’m not in the market for a new one.” Which I would be faster than I could recite the Miranda rights speech if either Lena or Officer Boudreau caught wind of what Tina was suggesting.

      “They keep forgetting I’m an adult and can do what I want with whoever I want.”

      “You’re starting an internship at the precinct. It would look like favoritism.”

      “Again, why do you think I care about any of that?” She pressed the tip of her right index finger against my chest. “You’re cute, we’re both single. What’s the harm? I promise, I’m not one of those crazy stalker girls who loses her shit if things don’t work out.” Her words may have said she wasn’t the type to overact to a bad date, but her tone was sharp and warned of danger. I felt every piece of metal on me start vibrating with her power.

      I wanted to say “no”. I should say “no.” She was completely off limits instead, what came out was, “One date.”

      A flash of surprise crossed my face before she said, “I’ll come by your place tomorrow at seven.”

      “Do I want to know how you know where I live?” I called as she started to walk away.

      “I’m a girl of many talents,” she answered.

      Just as she disappeared from view, my phone buzzed with an incoming text message from Henry. ‘Can’t right now. Busy. Catch you later.’ Seriously, what is going on with him? As I stood there in the woods alone, my emotions warred with themselves. Worry over Henry pushing me away battled against nervous excitement at the prospect of a night with Tina. I’d only dated a handful of girls in high school and since graduation, but none of them were like me. None were anything like Tina. I could keep telling myself it was only professional curiosity that pushed me to agree to the date, but I’d be lying to myself. For reasons I couldn’t put a name on, I wanted to see what made her tick. Besides, it was only one date. I wouldn’t let myself get too attached. It would never work out.
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      The next morning, I stepped into the kitchen to find my mother sitting at the table, two plates of eggs and toast on the table. A cup of coffee waited at my place. I eyed the food warily.

      “Sit down,” she said and gestured to the plate.

      She never made me breakfast. “Not hungry,” I replied, even as I heard my stomach rumble.

      “You need to eat. And we need to talk.”

      Every fiber of my being rebelled against what she wanted. Still maybe talking to her would finally result in something useful. So, I sat down at the table and made a show of pushing the food around on my plate.

      “Your uncle tells me that you finally applied for that internship with the police department.”

      “It’s not like I’ve been doing anything useful this summer,” I countered.

      She closed her eyes and took a slow breath in and out. “We are not going to discuss this again, Christina. You have been given access to everything. There is nothing else to know.”

      “Ugh … You still think I’m some stupid kid,” I replied, anger bubbling beneath the surface.

      “I did not raise a stupid daughter. You have a gifted mind beyond the abilities which you manifested.”

      “Was I just some experiment to you?” I blurted.

      “Excuse me?” Her utensils clattered to the table without any help from me.

      “You were tweaking the genes of other people’s babies. So, what, you decided to try it on your own, too? I mean, it would explain why you were never around or gave a crap about what I did. Was I just another data point to you?”

      “I wanted you to have every opportunity available to you. I protected you.”

      “Protected me? How? By keeping me behind a computer my whole life while everyone else got to go out and actually use their powers?” I yelled. The magnetic field around me buzzed and crackled, begging me to use it. I pushed the plate away and her discarded knife rose into the air, slamming point-first into the wall opposite her. “Fuck you!”

      I stormed out of the house, flinging doors open and closed behind me without ever touching them. I climbed into my car—most people liked to walk, but I preferred barreling around town at top speed—starting it without the need for a key and peeled out of the driveway. I’d only made the drive a handful of times, but I’d already committed the route to memory. Less chance of my mother tracking me via the car’s navigation.

      The compound was unassuming from the outside. It looked like a big log cabin in the woods. Not the secret base for a super powered operation. I strode through the front door and expected to be questioned about my presence or whether I’d been followed. No one even approached me. I made my way down to the basement, hoping to find Clayton. He sat in the middle of the room we’d been in before, tinkering with something I couldn’t see.

      “Back so soon?” he asked and looked up through the protective layer of a welder’s mask.

      “I can’t stay in that house. I’m going to kill her eventually.” Electrical currents rippled over my bare arms and the bits of electronics strewn about the room rose into the air.

      Clayton discarded the mask and took both of my hands in his. “Take a deep breath and picture somewhere that makes you feel at peace.”

      “Like what?”

      “Anything.”

      I pictured the basement computer room at the high school. It had been our base of operations for four years. Sure, I bitched about not being out on the front lines, but I’d felt like I had a purpose there. For all the shit I hadn’t known yet, it had made me feel safe.

      The currents died down around me and the wired feeling that had started to creep through my body dissipated.

      “Good, now every time you start to get angry, I want you to picture yourself there. It will help keep you calm and with practice, your powers won’t react on autopilot.”

      The magnetic field died down and the tech in the room settled back into place. I opened my eyes to find him smiling at me. “I still hate her,” I said.

      “But now you are less likely to take someone’s eye out.”

      “I got the internship. It starts tomorrow.”

      “Good.”

      “I’m also working on a way to figure out if Reese really did try to take out Declan and Henry.”

      “Would this way be considered illegal?”

      “Not unless misleading guys into thinking you’re into them is suddenly against the law.” He didn’t need to know I’d very much illegally cloned said guy’s phone.

      “Tina, I know you want to protect your friends, but do you think that’s a good idea?”

      Was he giving me a dad speech? “I really wish everyone would stop underestimating me. I can handle this, okay?”

      He held up his hands in surrender. “Where are you and this guy going?”

      “Look, I get that we share DNA and everything and you are trying to make up for nineteen plus years of being an absentee father, but I’m not telling you where I’m going.”

      “You aren’t the only one who is good at hacking,” he quipped.

      “If it makes you feel better, I’ll let my friends know where I’m going. They can be my backup.” Besides, my plan for the evening wasn’t really romantic. It was more like enhanced interrogation. Not that I mind letting him think it’s a date.

      “I suppose that’s going to have to be good enough. If you have some time, I’d love to help you train some more.”

      “I wasn’t really doing anything today. I guess I can hang here,” I answered. I needed to loop Spencer and Declan in on my plan first. “Just give me an hour to catch up with the guys.”

      “If you are looking for Mr. O’Bannon and Mr. St. Pierre, I think they were heading out soon.”

      “You know you don’t have to be all formal about it. Makes you sound like some stuffy old professor,” I muttered.

      He chuckled as I left the room. Unlike yesterday, the common room was empty. I wandered the back hallways until I found Declan and Henry in one of the guest rooms, joined at the mouth with their hands down each other’s pants.

      “Jeez, have you two never heard of a lock?” I yelped.

      Declan recovered first, pulling away and glaring at me. “You have terrible timing, Tina.”

      “Clearly,” I muttered, but stayed where I was.

      “Whatever it is, it can wait,” Henry grumbled. After shamelessly flirting with Declan for months when they were teamed up by my mother, Declan had finally come out as bi and found his bliss with the dorky librarian.

      “I have a proposal for you. It’s going to need Spencer, too, now that I think about it,” I continued as if he hadn’t spoken and advanced a step into the room.

      “Tina. Go. Away,” Declan ordered.

      “And here I thought you two would be all about my plan to figure out if Reese was behind your near-death encounter. But I guess I was wrong.”

      “She’s not going to leave until we hear her out, is she?” Henry sighed.

      “Short of literally shoving her out the door, not a chance,” Declan answered.

      Henry settled onto his back and I did my best to ignore his very obvious boner. He propped his head up on one arm and eyed me through the flop of hair that hung over one side of his face. “Talk fast.”

      “I’m meeting up with Reese tonight. He thinks it’s a date. Obviously, it isn’t,” I began. “And I won’t be going alone. If things go well tonight, we’ll know for sure if he’s behind the attack.”

      “How do you plan to accomplish that?” Declan probed.

      “That’s where Spencer comes in. Do a little mind reading. Maybe even a little mind control.”

      “He’s got the same tech I had in my head,” Henry offered.

      I shrugged one shoulder. “Let me take care of that. You two just make sure you’re at his place by six forty-five. And fill Spencer in on the plan, too.”

      “What about Marisol?” Declan pressed.

      I suppressed a groan. “She can come, too. Be his back up lie detector.”

      I left them to get frisky or whatever they had planned. I had an interrogation to get ready for.
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      “Remind me why we need these?” Spencer asked and tapped the Bluetooth earphone in his ear.

      “Well I’m gonna need to signal you when it’s time,” I replied with a tone that clearly conveyed the ‘Duh’ nature of his question.

      “You aren’t knocking him out or something first?’

      I patted my messenger bag and smirked. “Trust me, this is better. Besides, think of it this way. For once, you all get to be the ones in my ear.”

      “I just wish it wasn’t for a date,” he muttered.

      “This isn’t a date,” I snapped.

      “Right. That’s why you’re wearing more makeup than I’ve ever seen on you in the entire time we’ve known each other.”

      “You are making her nervous,” Marisol said.

      I glared at her, but she didn’t seem to notice. “Just hang out here,” I said and approached the front of the four-story apartment complex. I smoothed my hair down to cover my ears—less chance he’d see my earpiece—and hit the buzzer for apartment 310.

      The front door gave a prolonged beep and unlocked, allowing me into the building. I stepped into the elevator and cleared my throat. “You all still with me, boys and girls?”

      “We can hear you,” Marisol answered.

      The doors slid open when I reached the third floor and I marched down the hall to Reese’s apartment. I was about to raise my hand to knock when the door opened. Reese stood on the other side of the threshold in a crew neck t-shirt and khakis. He looked almost … hot. No, do not go there.

      “You never told me where we were going so, I hope this is okay,” he said and gestured to his outfit.

      “It’s perfect. I was thinking we could hang out here. Maybe get take out.”

      “Not much of a date then, is it?” he said.

      That’s the idea. “If I’m not mistaken, you were the one having a heart attack about my uncle or anyone else we might know seeing us. I’m pretty sure he’s not going to show up here.”

      Reese let out a hiccup of nervous laughter and rubbed the back of his neck. “No, he’s not. Come in. Can I take your bag?”

      What’s he got to be nervous about? “I’m good, thanks,” I replied and stepped inside.

      It was spacious for a cop’s apartment, especially for a rookie’s salary. I guess my mother paid him well enough to cover the extra rent. He caught me eying the place and smiled. “Want the tour?”

      “Sure.”

      He led me down a short hallway and gestured off to the right. “Bathroom’s down there.” He pointed in the opposite direction. “Bedroom’s there.”

      I made a mental note of that particular location in case it proved useful in getting the information I needed and followed him to the kitchen-living room combo with a table for two, an armchair and a two-seater couch. The fact it was also called a love seat wasn’t lost on me either. A tall lamp sat right behind the couch within arm’s reach.

      “I’m impressed. I didn’t think a cop could pay for something this nice,” I replied and set my bag down on one arm of the couch.

      “Come on, Tina, let’s not pretend here, okay? We both know I’m not just a cop.”

      “Right. You’re a super cop,” I said and sunk onto one of the cushions.

      “You’re pretty super from what I hear,” he said, blushing bright pink at the cheesiness of his words.

      “Wow, do they not teach you decent pick-up lines in the academy?” I replied.

      He sat down beside me; his hands clasped in front of him. “I don’t know, but for some reason you make me nervous.”

      He’d seemed so confident at the precinct. Where he could hide behind the badge and the pretense of being a cop. Which begged the question: is he really that scared of Mom and Uncle Nick or is he hiding something?

      “I’m not so scary,” I said and rested my chin on his left shoulder.

      “Gag me,” I heard Declan snicker in my ear. Maybe having the earbud in this early had been a mistake.

      I did my best to ignore the little voice in my ear. They would serve their purpose soon enough. Reese glanced toward the kitchen area. “I’ve got some menus if you’re hungry.”

      “Not really hungry at the moment,” I answered and gave him a flirty grin. I leaned over and kissed him.

      “You’re hungry for something all right,” Henry chimed in.

      I could feel Reese starting to pull me closer, not with his hands, but with his powers and I let him. Before I knew it, I was sitting in his lap. Just the right position I needed to find and disable his little mind blocker. I wrapped my hands around his neck, keeping him distracted as my fingers probed for the tiny device that kept his thoughts protected.

      The damn thing was hidden better than I’d thought. I would need to use more than just my fingers to find it. Still he had to know what my powers were. I came up for air just as I heard Spencer whisper, “Damn, I didn’t need to know Tina could hold her breath that long.” I felt Reese’s chest rise and fall with shallow breaths as he looked at me.

      “I like a girl who knows what she wants,” he said in-between breaths.

      “For a guy who was so scared to go on a date with me, you seem to be enjoying yourself,” I said, trying to control the amount of magnetic field I created, searching for the device in his head.

      “I thought you said it wasn’t a date,” Spencer said into the earpiece. God, I wanted to slap him.

      “I never said I was scared,” Reese replied just as my power bumped up against something electronic behind his left ear.

      Gotcha.

      His gaze went slightly unfocused for a moment and I pulled back on my powers, praying he hadn’t noticed what I was doing.

      “Still trying to figure out your powers, huh?” he asked.

      “Sorry. I get excited and things go a little haywire.”

      “I remember those days,” he said.

      “Maybe you can teach me some tricks to keep them under control,” I whispered in his ear.

      “Can this be over now?” Spencer whined.

      “I’d be happy to,” Reese answered, stealing a kiss and catching me off guard.

      He wrapped his arms around my waist and held me close. Close enough to feel how much he really was enjoying this little phishing expedition. He kissed me harder this time and I closed my eyes, taking in the feeling of his body against mine. It was strong and comforting. Stay on mission, Tina! When I opened my eyes, I realized we were levitating a good two inches off the couch cushions.

      “That’s new.”

      “Does it freak you out?”

      “Not at all,” I answered.

      As his hands began a less-than-stealthy exploration under my shirt, I used his diverted attention to finally zap the little bit of tech in his head. He jumped, sending us falling back to the cushions.

      “Can’t multi-task?” I asked, trying to cover what I’d done.

      “Sorry, just got a headache all of a sudden.”

      “Oh,” I feigned disappointment. Okay, maybe it wasn’t as fake as I had made it out to be.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing. Just give me a minute,” he said, rubbing at the spot behind his ear.

      I didn’t need a minute. I used some of my power to unzip my bag and retrieved the handcuffs I’d ‘borrowed’ from Uncle Nick. I slid one end around his left wrist, the other around the lamp.

      “What the hell are you doing?” He tugged on the cuffs and I could see the lamp start to rise off the ground.

      I found the buzzer for the front door and shorted it out. “Door’s open. Come on up,” I said to the quartet in my ear.

      “This isn’t funny, Tina. I don’t know what kind of game you think this is, but you need to let me go.”

      “I’ll let you go when you’ve answered some questions,” I replied.

      “What questions?”

      “Like why you tried to kill my friends,” I answered just as Henry walked through the door.
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      I stared in silence as Henry, Declan and Tina’s other friends marched into my apartment. I’d met Marisol at the library before, and knew she was an empath. The other kid with glasses was a telepath. The look of pure hatred on Declan’s face made me recoil. I’d seen what he’d done to Henry when they’d fought. I didn’t like having that power directed towards me. What the hell did Tina mean I’d tried to kill her friends?

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t try to kill anyone. Seriously, if this is some weird joke, it’s not funny,” I replied, locking eyes with Henry. He knew me. He knew I wouldn’t do something like that.

      “He’s lying,” Declan ground out.

      The telepath narrowed his gaze as if he was trying to read me, he couldn’t though. Not with the telepath blocking tech from Lena. Which Tina just shorted out with her powers. “He just realized Tina shorted out his little mind blocker.”

      “Henry, what is going on? You ghosted me. Now you and your boyfriend gang up on me?”

      “Funny you should use that word,” Henry replied, his tone icy.

      “Seriously, one of you needs to explain what this is all about,” I demanded.

      “Why would you go after Henry and Declan?” Tina asked, arms crossed over her chest defensively.

      “I wouldn’t! I didn’t. I mean, sure, I was worried after they got in a fight. I wanted to make sure my friend was okay, that’s not a crime.”

      “He’s telling the truth,” the telepath offered.

      “Of course, I am telling the truth,” I spat. “What possible motive would I have to hurt any of you? No offense, but I don’t know most of you well enough to want to do anything to you.”

      “Because you’re a by-the-book guy who follows orders. That’s your thing, Reese,” Henry replied. “You just obey orders. Your commanding officer or your boss tells you to do something and you do it. No questions asked.”

      “I wouldn’t hurt anyone!” I protested, tugging against the handcuff keeping me chained to the lamp. I fought to loosen the cuff around my wrist, but found this close proximity to metal, and with Tina’s temper in full swing, her powers overshadowed mine. The cuff only tightened the more I struggled. I winced as the metal bit into the soft flesh of my wrist, drawing blood.

      “Tina, he is cooperating. You do not have to hurt him like that,” Marisol said softly.

      “Maybe I want to,” she snapped.

      “Look, he says he didn’t have anything to do with what went down with Declan and Henry,” the telepath added. Why couldn’t I remember his name?

      “He’s been trained by my mother, Spencer. She’s an excellent liar,” Tina quipped.

      “Well he is feeling very scared right now and that is not a lie,” Marisol replied.

      The pressure on the cuff lessened and I slumped back against the couch, rubbing at the raw skin. “Tell me what happened. What do you think I did?” I turned my attention back to Henry.

      “Someone ran us off the road. Nearly killed us,” Henry answered shortly.

      “Why would you think it was me?”

      “I’ve felt your powers, I know them … Reese. We trained together. It felt like you.”

      “Well, it wasn’t me. I swear.” But it could have been someone else. “We’ve suspected Clayton Kirkpatrick took some of the research when he left town. And Lena’s been warning us that a fight is coming. Maybe he replicated my power.”

      “It wasn’t Clayton,” Henry said.

      “How can you be so sure?” I probed.

      “He wouldn’t have a reason to do that,” he answered cryptically. He scrubbed at his face with both hands. “That day at headquarters, when you found me in cold storage, did you tell Lena you found me in there?”

      “It was a little weird, but I mean you were pretty banged up.” I said.

      “So that’s a yes,” Tina snapped.

      “Yeah, I might have mentioned it in passing. What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “And you didn’t get any calls about any car wrecks in the last week while you were on shift?” Henry started to pace.

      “No. Wait, what exactly happened to your car?”

      “Giant fucking fireball,” Declan answered, complete with dramatic hand gestures.

      “It doesn’t make sense that Lena would try to hurt you just because you were in an area of headquarters you technically weren’t supposed to be,” I said.

      I caught Declan shake his head at Henry and the rest of the group went silent. The secret they all shared hit me in the face. Some cop I’d turned out to be that I couldn’t even sniff out a conspiracy unfolding in my own living room. “Wait … you’re saying you think Lena’s behind it?”

      “My mother is a manipulative, heartless bitch,” Tina answered.

      “She’s not the warmest person on the planet, but attempted murder? That’s just not in her wheelhouse. It still doesn’t explain …” I trailed off, the other piece of the puzzle clicking into place. “You know Clayton wasn’t behind it, because you’re working for him.” I gestured to the assembled group. “You all are, right?”

      “Is this the part where I hit him hard enough that he forgets the whole night?” Declan asked, rubbing his knuckles.

      “How could you betray everything we’ve worked for?” I ignored his threat, still addressing Henry.

      “I haven’t. I have been fighting to keep people safe from Lena’s goals the entire time. We were an unintended consequence of well-meaning science,” he replied.

      “Clayton filled your head with lies,” I argued.

      “I’m afraid we’re going to have to agree to disagree on this one,” Henry said with a shake of his head.

      “You can’t honestly believe I’ll just stay quiet about all this,” I spat.

      “Did I not just mention the punching him option?” Declan muttered.

      “I’ll handle that,” Tina said and shooed the group away. They were apparently satisfied that they’d gotten the answers they were looking for. Leaving just Tina and I by ourselves.

      “Was this just a ploy to get me alone,” I asked.

      “Obviously,” she answered. She stood with her back to me so I couldn’t see whatever emotion played on her face. I could tell from her tone that her statement wasn’t true.

      “How can you expect me to believe that? I’m pretty sure I wasn’t the only one who felt something before the handcuffs came out.”

      Tina still kept her back to me. “You work for my mother, for starters. And when we thought you could have attacked Declan and Pyro … I had to know, because maybe a small part of me wanted to like you. Of course, if you had done it, well that would have just been my luck … flirting with my mother’s star pupil.” She turned and I spotted tears dampening her cheeks. “You didn’t hurt them though. Which is good for you because I’m pretty sure Declan would have had a blast seeing how many different shapes, he could contort you into. Still, stupid me didn’t think about what would happen if you were innocent.”

      “Because you like me,” I replied. I wasn’t sure how that made me feel. I wanted to believe that she had done this out of loyalty to her friends and that it didn’t have to mean putting a stop to what had started on the couch. Wait She’s off limits, I reminded myself. No matter how much I’d enjoyed feeling her lips … and other body parts on mine.

      “Yeah. I get you hate me. I don’t blame you.”

      “You blame yourself?” I didn’t respond to her assumption that I hated her.

      She let out a bitter laugh. “I blame my mother.”

      “She’s not the root of all your troubles, Tina.”

      “Sure, she is. She drove my father away and is the reason I never knew him.” She wiped at her eyes and started to pace. “She’s the reason I have these powers and she kept me in the dark about them my entire life. She knew they were coming and she could have sat me down to explain what had happened. She could have trained me. But instead she just ignored me like I wasn’t good enough for her. She had you and Henry. Maybe she really wanted a son and I was just some big chromosomal disappointment, I don’t know,” she rambled.

      With Tina distracted by her inward-directed emotions, I had enough freedom to use my own abilities to free myself from the handcuff. My wrist was raw and still bleeding in places. I held out my other hand in the direction of the kitchen. The cabinet beneath the sink slammed open and the first aid kit floated through the air at waist height to land on the couch beside me. I pulled out a tiny bottle of hydrogen peroxide and some cotton swabs and began tending to my wrist.

      “So, you clearly think your mother is up to something nefarious. If you’re convinced your father wasn’t behind it, and we are both in agreement now that I wasn’t the culprit, then who?” I probed to hide the wince of pain as the wounds bubbled. Clearly the handcuffs weren’t clean when she swiped them.

      “I know there are more of us than she’s letting on. I’ve seen most of the records so I know there’s a ton of powers out there. Whether my father took some with him, I can’t say. There’ve been reports of super-powered attacks around town and I have to believe she’s behind it. I’m going to find proof. I am going to stop her.”

      “I haven’t heard anything about any attacks,” I replied.

      “She’s probably covering them up as usual.”

      “And you want me to just stay quiet while you snoop.”

      She turned to face me. “No, I want you to help me. She trusts you and so does my Uncle Nick. You don’t have to do anything illegal; I swear. Just watch my back.”

      “So, you can do something illegal,” I muttered. She didn’t respond, which was an answer in itself. I sighed. “Say hypothetically I help you, what do I get out of it?”

      “Stopping a maniac from ruining lives. And … maybe a date? Like a real one?”

      “I’ll need to think about it. I mean, you did lie to me, handcuff me in my own home and forcibly interrogate me. That’s not something I can easily forgive, Tina.”

      “I know. Although, we aren’t exactly in a situation where you can take forever to decide.”

      “Give me until tomorrow when your internship starts. You’ll know my answer then,” I answered.

      “Okay. Tomorrow,” Tina replied and left me alone in my apartment.
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      Part of me felt bad with how I left things with Reese yesterday. I knew it had been a shitty thing to do to him, but I’d needed to know the truth. Still, while my romantic prospects might not completely be ruined—if Reese agreed to give me a second chance—things were only getting started if I was going to snoop on my mother.

      I arrived at the precinct early, a tray of coffee and pastries in hand. Cops and donuts may be cliché, but showing up with food was always a good way to get people to like you. The more people liked me, the better chance I had of looking around without being noticed later. I set my offerings in the break room and nearly jumped when the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I pivoted slowly to find Uncle Nick standing in the doorway watching me.

      “Trying to make a good first impression I see,” he said and swiped a blueberry scone from the tray.

      I flashed him a smile. “Is it working?”

      “I’m glad you finally decided to do this, Tina.”

      “You are?”

      He nodded. “You’ll be interacting with actual people.”

      “Is that your way of saying you think I’m antisocial?”

      “You’re going to need to learn to deal with all kinds of people in this world, kid. That’s all I’m saying.” He stepped closer even though we were the only two in the room and lowered his voice. “Just don’t let me catch you doing anything illegal.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.

      “I know what you’re capable of, Tina. And what you’ve done. Don’t forget that.”

      The tiny hairs on my arms stood on end and this time it wasn’t because I was being watched. I spotted the metal trashcan in the corner starting to levitate and I had to exhale slowly to keep myself under control. The can lowered back to the floor with a clang. Maybe spying wouldn’t be as easy as I had thought. Before Uncle Nick could tell me to keep my powers in check, I heard footsteps coming toward us. He noticed them, too, and stepped around me and reached for a cup of coffee. As if nothing was out of the ordinary.

      “Free breakfast, nice,” Reese said as he strolled in, dressed in uniform.

      He wouldn’t meet my gaze and I watched as he kept his left hand out of sight. “Just thought I’d try to make a good first impression,” I answered.

      Reese bent over the tray of pastries and inspected each one in turn. I watched Uncle Nick sip his coffee, silently praying he would leave. “Once you’ve had your caffeine, I’ll bring you over to the tech department. Introduce you around and get you started,” Uncle Nick said over the rim of his cup.

      “I can take her,” Reese offered, still not looking at me.

      Uncle Nick’s gaze flitted between Reese and I before he crossed the room, whispered something in Reese’s ear and left the room. I waited a count of ten before I eased the break room door shut.

      “I thought he’d never leave,” I sighed.

      “He makes you nervous. Good to know,” Reese said, finally settling on a banana nut muffin.

      “What did he just tell you?” I asked.

      “Oh … A not so nice warning to keep my hands off you.”

      I’d always known Uncle Nick was protective of me, but that was just insulting. Besides, he didn’t know how many random guys had already had their hands on me. “Too bad he’s a little late to the party.”

      Reese shrugged and spun the muffin mid-air above his hand.

      “Did you … uh … think about what I said last night?” I twisted a loose lock of hair around my left index finger.

      “I did.” He turned his attention to peeling the paper off the muffin and took a bite. He chewed slowly and I had to bite my lip to keep from snapping at him to hurry up. Finally, he looked me in the eye. I couldn’t read his expression, but his gaze was piercing. “I don’t fully believe you about your mother being the bad guy. I need to talk to Clayton myself. Set that up and if I’m convinced by what he has to say, I’ll help you.”

      “I can’t just bring you to him,” I hissed.

      “Those are my terms, Tina. If you don’t like them, that’s your problem. I am not going to take a huge leap of faith like this just because you say so. I need proof, actual evidence.”

      “That’s your problem, Reese. You’re so busy following the rules you can’t see what’s going on around you. Sometimes you have to think outside the box to really help people.”

      “And you think rules are there to be flaunted and broken. It’s like they are a personal challenge to you. Grow up already.” The muffin disintegrated in his hand, tiny crumbs filtering through his fingers like sand, pooling on to the floor at his feet. We both looked at the ground and I caught a flash of embarrassment on his face. His cheeks flushed pink before the mess swirled into his palm and he brushed it into the trashcan.

      “Guess I’m not the only one who still doesn’t have complete control of their powers,” I muttered and picked up a cup, pouring coffee into it and swirling it around. “I’ll talk to him, see if he’ll agree to it. That’s all I can promise for now.”

      “Fine.”

      I gestured toward the bull pen. “You better show me where I’m going. You don’t want people to think we’re flirting or anything.”

      He said nothing, opening the door and gesturing for me to walk ahead of him. I caught a glimpse of Uncle Nick with his desk phone pressed to his ear, watching us like a hawk as we passed by. I flashed him a thumbs up and did my best not to look like I was conspiring against my family.
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      I almost felt bad leaving Tina with Mitchell, the head of our tech department. He wasn’t what one would call warm or personable. He glanced up from his screen when we walked in and let out a sigh.

      “This is Mitchell. He’s our resident computer guy,” I said, gesturing to him.

      “You the new intern?” His tone was flat, showing his clear disinterest in Tina’s answer before she spoke.

      “That’s me,” she replied.

      Mitchell pointed to a stack of boxes and then to the second computer in the room. “Get comfortable. We’ve got five years of closed cases to put in the system.”

      “What exactly are we doing, data entry? This isn’t really what I’ll be doing the whole time, right? I mean, I was sort of hoping to do something … useful, Mitch,” Tina grumbled.

      “Don’t call me Mitch.” He scowled at me, as if her nickname for him was somehow my fault. He let out another prolonged sigh. “You get that done correctly, maybe you’ll be able to do something else.”

      With that directive given, Mitchell turned back to his own pile of folders, apparently assuming Tina was able to figure things out on her own. She turned to me and mouthed ‘save me’.

      “I’ll let your uncle know you’ve gotten settled. Have fun,” I said with a smirk.

      I hung around the basement for nearly half an hour, keeping an ear out for any sign Tina had done something she wasn’t supposed to—like shorted out every piece of electronics in the precinct—before I spotted Mitchell duck out of the room, lighter in hand. Sure, I had actual work I should be doing. Still someone had to keep an eye on Tina and I didn’t mind.

      I approached the room, but stopped short of going in. I heard Tina’s voice in a low whisper. I only caught her side of whatever conversation she was having.

      “Am I okay? I guess that depends on your definition of okay. I may gouge my own eyes out or commit suicide by a million paper cuts if I have to spend much more time with Mitchell, the world’s dullest file clerk, but that’s not why I’m calling,” she said.

      I moved closer, waiting for whatever came next.

      “So, I might have found an ally here at the station. He needs some assurances. Personal ones. The kind that requires a face-to-face meeting with you.”

      I didn’t need to hear the other end of the conversation to figure out she was talking to Clayton Kirkpatrick. I was no doubt her potential ally At least she’s keeping her word and trying to set up a meeting.

      Footsteps echoed in the hallway behind me and I took a few steps back from the partially closed door. I was still near enough to hear Tina say, “I know where that is. I’ll see you at six,” before Mitchell appeared.

      “You need something, Officer Finley?” he asked.

      “Oh, no I was just coming to see how it was going, that’s all. Officer Boudreau asked me to keep an eye on her. I guess he’s protective of his niece,” I rambled, hoping it sounded convincing.

      “Right. You know, I didn’t ask for an intern. I don’t need the responsibility,” he huffed.

      Before I could respond, the door opened and Tina appeared, bag slung over her shoulder. Mitchell and I both stared at her, waiting for her to say something.

      “I’m going to the bathroom if that’s okay with you two weirdos. Lady stuff,” she said and patted her bag.

      Mitchell swallowed loudly and stepped aside. “Right, whatever you gotta do.”

      “It can be kind of a maze down here, I’ll show you where the bathroom is,” I offered, leading the way down the hallway and to the left.

      “So, how are things going?” I said, pretending I hadn’t heard her colorful description on the phone.

      “I’m bored out of my skull. Look, it’s good you’re here. I hope you don’t have plans tonight.”

      “I told you I had to think about things, Tina,” I replied before realizing she was trying to tell me about the meeting with Clayton.

      “This isn’t a date. I told you that I’d try to set up a face-to-face with Clayton and he’s agreed. Meet me outside at 5:30.”
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      I knew I should have a plan of attack before I met Clayton Kirkpatrick. I didn’t know what to expect. Lena had built him up to be a villain, a mad scientist hellbent on harming people. I’d believed her, because she’d taken me under her wing and taught me how to control my abilities. She’d given me a mother figure when I’d lost my own to breast cancer when I was seventeen. She’d given me a purpose and an outlet to channel the pain. In a way, she was the reason I had joined the police force. Lena had filled a void for me. Maybe that’s what Tina’s father was trying to do for her now.

      At 5:30 sharp, I stood in the precinct parking lot, waiting for Tina to appear. I finally spotted her blue hair in a crowd of uniformed officers heading off shift. She had earbuds in and walked right past me when I raised my hand to get her attention. She marched along, acting like she hadn’t seen me. Giving me no other choice, but to follow her. We headed down the street, across two blocks and along a back road that would eventually lead out of town before I managed to snag one of her earbuds with my finger and yank it free.

      “What’s with the cold shoulder act?” I asked.

      She pulled the other earbud free. “I had to make sure we weren’t being followed. Obviously.”

      “So, you made me chase you for two blocks?”

      “That’s kind of your thing, right?”

      I checked my phone, it was already 5:49 p.m. “We better be close.” Both my mother and Lena had drilled timeliness into me. If you’re on time, you’re already late, my mother used to say.

      “Relax. We’re almost there,” she said and started walking again.

      I fell into step with her, but kept quiet. I wasn’t sure what to say anyway. I definitely hadn’t forgiven her for the interrogation last night. Besides, I still didn’t know what to think of the war her parents may have dropped us in the middle of. And I definitely wasn’t ready to talk about the fact that I still couldn’t stop thinking about Tina sitting in my lap kissing me.

      “We’re here,” she announced.

      I looked around, realizing I hadn’t paid attention to where we’d gone. We were standing in a clearing overlooking a small ravine. A single bench sat in the middle of the space. The trampled grass leading to it from the road signaled that someone had made a habit of visiting frequently. Maybe multiple someones at that. The tree line surrounding the clearing offered a decent barrier from civilization and given I hadn’t seen any cars pass us on our walk here, I suspected the road wasn’t well-travelled. I checked my phone again, now it was 6:01 p.m. I didn’t see anyone else waiting for us though.

      “Are you sure he’s going to show?” I asked.

      “Thank you for coming Mr. Finley,” a baritone voice said from the direction of the bench.

      I squinted, but didn’t see anyone. Until slowly, a ripple cascaded over the bench to reveal a man sitting with his back to us and a woman maybe a year or two older than me standing beside him. She had short cropped dirty blonde hair and wore tight-fitting jeans with a maroon tank top. Judging by Tina’s reaction—keeping her distance from the woman—this was a new thing for her, too.

      I recovered from the shock first. After all, it made sense if he’d been in hiding, he had special ways of keeping prying eyes away. “So, you’re the elusive Clayton Kirkpatrick,” I said and slowly approached the bench.

      “Not by choice,” he replied and stood up to face us. “Tina, I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to introduce you to Taylor before. Her power is rather obvious and necessary for this meeting.”

      Taylor offered both of us a small wave before walking past us toward the road. I watched her, but nothing happened. Then, a sensation almost like motion sickness washed over me and I bent forward, gripping the back of the bench to keep myself from throwing up. Tina looked a little green around the gills, too and without thinking I took her hand and gave it a squeeze.

      Clayton rounded the back of the bench and put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “Just take slow shallow breaths. It will pass easier.”

      Even though his advice wasn’t directed to me, I followed his suggestion and the feeling passed. Still, I settled against the bench, taking in the ravine and the sunset turning the area into a watercolor of orange and pink hues. I heard fabric rustle and turned to see Clayton sitting beside me.

      “You requested this meeting, Mr. Finley. Why don’t you ask me what you’ve come to ask me?” he prompted.

      I propped my elbows on my knees and contemplated my response. Tina lingered behind the bench. Static electricity crackled in the air as a show of her nerves. “How much of it is true? What Lena says about you going crazy and trying to hurt people?”

      Clayton let out a hiccup of harsh laughter. “My ex-wife can be quite hyperbolic when she wants to be. At the start, this was all a joint endeavor. We sought out to use gene editing to eliminate or at the very least reduce the risk of birth defects. We helped couples having difficulty conceiving create and carry viable embryos to term.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “It wasn’t until after the first group of subjects were born that we realized what had actually happened.”

      “Super powers,” I offered.

      “Indeed. It was an unintended consequence. We’d already sworn our patients to confidentiality and we had to warn them that their children could develop other … symptoms or traits.”

      “So, what happened?” I pressed.

      “I wanted to study what we’d already done and see if we could figure out how we’d managed to unlock these abilities.”

      “Why? So, you could perfect it?”

      He shook his head. “To see where we went wrong and avoid it in the future. I admit, Lena convinced me for a time that this was a miraculous breakthrough and we were going to change the world. But I eventually realized she wanted to use these children and their abilities for darker aims. I caught her sharing some of our findings with a government liaison. I warned her that they would take what we’d discovered and weaponize it. By that point, she’d been wooed by the promise of greater prestige and she claimed that’s what she had wanted all along.”

      It certainly fit with what Tina and her friends had tried to tell me last night. Still it didn’t quite fit with the woman who’d taken me in. “This just doesn’t sound like her. She helped me understand what these powers were and what I could do with them. She made me feel like I wasn’t alone.”

      “She’s a really good liar,” Tina muttered from behind us.

      “Lena can come across as very endearing. It’s part of the reason I fell for her initially. But she is also very good at manipulating those around her in service of her own aims.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose again. “I’m afraid I realized too late that she’d used my scientific interest to get what she wanted. I’d loved her, but I don’t think she ever really felt the same way. I don’t think she’s capable of real love.”

      “So, what does that make you? You went along with these experiments.” I hitched a thumb over my shoulder toward Taylor standing guard. “You clearly have powered people on your side of things, too. What makes you any better than her?”

      “I would love to say I would never put any of them in harm’s way, but that would be a lie. I knowingly risked a young man’s life to keep an eye on Lena’s work.”

      “Henry.”

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t hurt him. He’s my friend.” Or he was until he ambushed and interrogated me.

      “Yes, I know he is. I also know from what he tells me that you believe in doing what is right and protecting the innocent. Unfortunately, I fear if Lena gets her way, there will be more innocent lives at stake than we had thought.”

      “The super-powered attacks,” Tina said, rounding the bench to perch beside her father.

      “Yes. Before Mr. St. Pierre’s cover was jeopardized, he’d found information that there may be other individuals with abilities like yours attacking people. Although, we weren’t able to gain any more clarification given it was a police matter.”

      “I told you, I’m working on it,’ Tina grumbled.

      “You’re not going to be able to access the systems,” I said with a resigned sigh. “But I might be able to.”

      “I know you don’t trust me and I suspect what I’ve shared with you here today raises more questions than actually giving you answers,” Clayton said, turning to face me head on.

      “You’re not wrong. I’ll make a deal with you. I have to be at headquarters soon anyway. If I can find even a little proof that what you heard is right and they are covering up super-powered attacks, I’ll be on your side.”

      “Very well. You’ll understand if I ask you to pass the information through Tina,” Clayton said.

      “Yeah.” I stood and turned back to where Taylor stood still as a sentinel keeping our meeting unseen by prying eyes. Unless they have someone who can see through invisibility powers, too. I waited, but Tina didn’t follow. “Guess I’ll see you tomorrow at the precinct.”

      She stuck her earbuds back in, blocking out the world around her, leaving me to find my way back to the heart of town on my own.
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        * * *

      

      After leaving Taylor's invisibility bubble, it took me a solid five minutes to acclimate to the world around me. I resorted to slow shallow breaths again until the world stopped spinning before taking off at a jog. I couldn't afford to be late. Not if I wanted to catch Lena in a lie. Did I, though? I still couldn't reconcile the version of the woman Clayton recounted with the one who'd trained me and supported me. Sure, she could be hard on me sometimes, but that's just life. You don't become a functioning member of society if you don't get a little tough love now and then.

      Still as I approached the public library—headquarters sat conveniently hidden beneath it—I considered the way I'd seen Tina treated by her mother. She kept her daughter at arm's length. I’d watched Tina from afar and I’d never seen Lena show her any real affection. Irritation at her latest antics or the first time she’d dyed her hair, but never the kind of pride she’d showed like when I graduated from the academy. I tried to push the conflicting thoughts out of my mind as I tapped my ID badge at the side entrance to let me in. I headed straight for the conference area, but stopped short of entering the room. I picked up Lena and Officer Boudreau's voices coming from within and by the sound of it, they wouldn't welcome the intrusion. Too bad I couldn't bottle Taylor's ability. Being invisible would come in handy right about now.

      "People are going to start noticing if call logs get scrubbed and audio files go missing," Officer Boudreau argued.

      "And that is why you have such a good relationship with the dispatchers. They don't ask questions when such things happen," Lena answered.

      "I can only keep it up for so long though."

      "It doesn't matter. It's over and done with. You said so yourself. There was no signal from their phones."

      "That just means those ones are dead or deactivated. That doesn't mean shit, Lena. We don't have confirmation of bodies."

      My stomach turned sour and I swallowed back bile. Maybe they did know about the attack on Henry and Declan.

      "We both saw the explosion. Something tells me not even Mr. O'Bannon could survive that,” Lena replied. After a beat, she said, "Why don't you pay his parents a visit and console them about their missing child. Isn’t that what the police are supposed to do?"

      "Lena, I don't like this. You're taking too many risks. After all, we never actually confirmed Henry was spying to begin with."

      "Our actions were entirely justified. Now, do your job like I’ve told you to or I'll find someone else who can."

      I backed up from the doorway and retraced my steps, prepared to make it look like I had just arrived and hadn't overheard the argument. I took two steps forward just as Officer Boudreau left the conference room and stopped short at seeing me.

      "I'm sorry that I'm late, sir," I said, my hands behind my back and head held high.

      "It's fine. You know what, I don't think we're going to need you tonight. Why don't you get out of here? Go enjoy a night off."

      "Are you sure?'

      "Yeah. Go on."

      He shouldered past me and I waited a count of ten before following suit. I would get a message to Tina. She and Clayton were right. Something was very wrong and I was going to find out what.
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      I waited until Reese had crossed Taylor’s power barrier before taking my earbuds out of my ears and stowing them in my pocket. Clayton still sat beside me, silent and immobile. "So, what's the next step in the take-Mom-down plan?"

      Clayton looked at me with a soft smile on his lips. "We get you trained properly. There is so much more you could be doing with your abilities. But perhaps I am not the best person to do that training."

      "I thought you wanted to train me. You know father-daughter bonding or whatever."

      He nodded. "I do and I would of course be happy to supervise, but something tells me you'd enjoy yourself more if a certain officer were involved."

      "What? No," I scoffed even though every fiber of my being was screaming ‘yes I would very much like for Reese to train me.’

      "You did well convincing him to consider our point of view,” he praised.

      "He hasn't agreed to help us, yet," I reminded him.

      "No, but he's far closer than he would have been otherwise."

      "Yeah, well, I'm not sure he'd want to train me. That would involve spending alone time with me and I didn't exactly drop all of this in his lap in a nice way."

      "I take it your date didn't go well?"

      "It wasn’t a date. Still he didn’t appreciate me inviting my friends to interrogate him. He definitely wasn't a big fan of that."

      "I see."

      "To be honest, I feel kind of bad about it." I blew out a breath. "Okay, like a lot bad about it. I had to know and it seemed like the only way I was going to get answers.” I looked at him for a minute in silence before voicing the worry that was whispering in the back of my mind. “Am I a terrible person?"

      He leaned back against the bench and rested one arm along the back, almost like he wanted to wrap it around my shoulder. "Relationships are complicated and from what I’ve gathered in our short time together, you haven’t had the easiest time of building those types of connections, romantic or otherwise. Although, I would think that your guilt about how things went means there is something there that you believe is worth pursuing. And you feel remorse. In my experience, terrible people as you put it don’t feel bad when their actions hurt others.” He gave me another smile. “I would suggest honesty when going forward if you want things to work out with Officer Finley."

      It wasn’t the response I’d been expecting. What had I expected? For him to tell me I was being manipulative, like Spencer or Declan would have accused me? He’s only known you a week. He doesn’t have enough information to judge you. I took his words and let them roll around in my brain for a minute. Sure, I’d kind of forced my friendship on the boys when our powers manifested. Before then I hadn’t exactly been the popular girl with tons of friends. I’d been more content with my computer and a quiet corner of the library.

      “Uncle Nick was right about me,” I muttered.

      “How so?” Clayton asked.

      “He says I’m anti-social. He’s right, I don’t like being around people. And I guess I have forced other people to be my friends when they don’t really want to be.”

      “I’m so sorry you feel that way,” he whispered.

      “I guess I just sort of embraced the stereotype of the hacker chick in high school. It was easier than being at the mercy of the popular kids.”

      “Well, you aren’t in high school anymore. You can change who you want to be. It’s always been in your control.”

      Who do I want to be?

      “I … I’m not sure who that is. I’ve spent so long in her shadow, trying to figure out what she’s been hiding from me. It’s like that’s all I’ve ever been. The conspiracy theory girl.”

      He leaned in close and chuckled. “Remember, it’s only a conspiracy if it isn’t true. Everything you’ve discovered about your mother has turned out to be quite accurate.”

      I wasn’t ready for the typical father-daughter bonding stuff, but in that moment, I couldn’t stop myself from hugging him. He stiffened slightly at my touch, but relaxed and wrapped an arm around my shoulders returning the gesture. The embrace lasted only a few seconds before I pulled away and felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment. “Sorry, I don’t know why I did that.”

      “You don’t need to apologize.”

      “I should go check in with the boys and let them know what’s going on,” I mumbled and stood up. As I approached, Taylor gave me an approving expression and I took the time to really look at her. She looked almost familiar.

      “Have we met before?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so,” she answered.

      “You look really familiar. Like I know I’ve seen you somewhere before.”

      Her phone buzzed with an incoming call with a face I did recognize; Monica—the nurse who’d flirted with Declan after he’d been shot preventing a bank robbery. She also worked for my mother.

      “Her I definitely know,” I said, jabbing my finger at the screen.

      “Monica’s my cousin. Clayton is aware of our connection, it’s part of why he recruited me. You’re not the only one capable of spying on family,” she replied.

      I didn’t quite trust her, but said nothing else as I moved past her back to the road. The vertigo of passing through her invisibility field hit me hard. I staggered sideways until I caught my balance and the ringing in my ears subsided. I had to admit as powers went, hers were a lot more useful than mine.
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        * * *

      

      I found Spencer and Declan minus their significant others at the coffee shop, sitting in the shade of the building’s awning. Why the hell was Declan out in public? I was about to sit down when I realized that they hadn’t invited me to join them and my concerns about forcing my friendship on them resurfaced.

      “Hey, how was your first day?” Spencer asked and gestured to the third chair at the table.

      “Boring as fuck. I had to do a bunch of cold case data entry and the guy they have me working with, Mitchell, is like a super dull brick,” I answered.

      Declan passed me a cup of coffee, like they’d been waiting for me even though we didn’t have plans to meet up. “So, they’re not letting you near the real tech stuff.”

      “Not really.” I gestured to Declan. “I’m surprised to see you out and about. I thought you and Hot Hands were supposed to be laying low.”

      “We figured it’s been a week and I could only tell my parents I was staying at Spencer’s place for so long before they actually decided to check with his folks.”

      “And before they started to question whether we were more than friends,” Spencer added.

      “Right.”

      I eyed the two of them. “Why are you two being so nice to me?”

      They exchanged a look I couldn’t read. I had to remind myself to take deep breaths and keep my emotions in check. Even if they were up to something, it didn’t automatically mean bad news. “We just thought you might need some friendly support after last night,” Spencer finally answered.

      “Because of the whole handcuffing your date and not in a kinky fun way, thing,” Declan clarified.

      “It wasn’t a date,” I retorted.

      “Tina, I know we teased you for liking him, but I mean … he does seem like a good fit for you. I mean, Marisol and I were practically made for each other, so why not you and Reese? Your powers would work really well together,” Spencer replied.

      “Well, he’s still talking to me so I guess that’s a plus. And he might be on our side.”

      “That’s a quick about-face for the rule follower,” Declan muttered.

      “He met Clayton and heard what he had to say.”

      “And how do we know he’s not just playing us now? Isn’t he going to run back to your mom and nark on the whole thing?” Declan’s hands tightened around his cup and I could see tiny spider-web cracks starting to form in the ceramic. Images of cracked walls and bad guys wrapped up in parking meters flashed through my head. Since the cup hadn’t completely shattered yet spoke to how much restraint Declan was exercising.

      “Because I’m not stupid. I brought him to neutral ground,” I snapped.

      “Does anyone else feel like we’re stuck in the middle of the fight between Professor X and Magneto?” Spencer asked, ignoring my statement.

      “Not everything is a damn comic book, Spence,” I said with a huff. “Besides, you literally told me yesterday that’s not the only comic book out there. Way to fall back on the same old material.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Whether we liked it or not, we were in the middle of my parents’ battle and none of us had asked to be there. Just like neither of them had asked to be your friend. I took a slow breath and downed some of the coffee in front of me. “I need to ask you two something and I need you to be completely honest with me.”

      “Why do I get the feeling this is a loaded question,” Declan grumbled and looked at Spencer.

      He shrugged. “Don’t look at me, man. I can’t read her now, remember?”

      “If we didn’t have these powers … we wouldn’t be friends, would we?” I blurted.

      “What’s this about?” Spencer said.

      “Just answer the question. Please.”

      Spencer pulled his glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Honestly, probably not. But why does that matter? We do have these powers and without you guys, I would have gone crazy.”

      “Sorano’s right. We probably wouldn’t have crossed paths, but who cares?”

      “I do. Because I didn’t give either of you a choice,” I whispered.

      Spencer reached over and put a hand on my wrist. “Tina, where’s this coming from?”

      I yanked my arm free of his grip. “I guess I’ve just started to realize that after everything I’ve done, I’m not a very nice person. I made you two hang out with me. I forced you to go out and fight bad guys when you could have gotten killed. I’ve broken the law and not given a crap about it.” What if … “What if I’m just like my mother?”

      “We are who we are, Tina. Everyone has some good and bad in them. Even parts of themselves they don’t like. It’s what makes us human,” Spencer offered.

      I opened my mouth to refute his words, but any retort died on my lips when I turned catching Reese’s reflection in the glass behind me. He couldn’t have come to a decision already, could he? Maybe he’s here to finally clear up the date issue. He stood across the street, hands in his pockets and his gaze cast downward. He wasn’t approaching us, but I suspected that had more to do with me than anything else.

      “Maybe you’re right. It’s possible she’s just gotten in my head more than I want to admit and all of this bio dad reappearing after twenty years thing is just screwing with me. Just, keep your heads down, okay?” I said pushing the half-empty cup back at them and left them sitting there.

      I crossed the street and started walking, letting Reese fall into step with me until we were far enough away that I didn’t think Spencer could pick up his thoughts.

      Reese stopped walking and grabbed my wrist. “You were right. Your mother and uncle are covering things up. I’m in.”
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      I expected Tina to pull out of my grasp, but she remained still and studied me with those baby blues. God, why am I still thinking about the color of her eyes after what she did to me? Turning on the people who’d given me so much should be enough of a betrayal. I shouldn’t be adding falling for Tina to the list. And yet, I couldn’t help myself.

      “Did you hear me? I said I’m in. Whatever you and your father need me to do, I’m game.”

      She nodded slowly. “I heard you. I just … don’t know where we go from here.”

      “You mean he doesn’t have a plan?”

      She shrugged. “He says I need training.”

      “He’s not wrong there,” I said, tensing in preparation for her to lash out at me.

      “I know.” She looked down at my hand on her arm and then back up at me. “Would you help me?”

      “I don’t know what I can offer you that he couldn’t.”

      “You understand what it feels like, having these powers. Ours aren’t all that different.”

      “And it would be a good cover for passing information under your mother’s nose,” I added.

      She gave me a small, sly smile. “That too.”

      “What really bothers me is that it sounds like your uncle has been scrubbing call logs and paying people off to hide super-power related incidents,” I offered as we started to walk again, no destination in mind.

      “I think I have a way we can find out what he’s been hiding and covering up. Umm, it isn’t exactly legal though.” I caught the fiery glint in her eye as the wheels started turning in her mind.

      “How illegal are we talking here?”

      “No one would get hurt, but some people might get … yelled at.”

      My shoulders released tension I hadn’t realized I’d been carrying when she said no one would get hurt. I may have been watching Tina for the last few years, but I suspected she knew more about me than she was letting on. Maybe not about my mother’s death from cancer, but other things.

      “What’s that look for?” she prompted.

      “Huh?”

      She gestured to my face. “You spaced out.”

      “Sorry. People getting hurt just hits a nerve.”

      “Because of the whole ‘protect and serve’ thing?”

      I let out a bitter laugh. “No. Do you remember a few years ago the shooting that happened at the Fourth of July parade?”

      She averted her gaze. “I don’t think anyone in town could forget that.”

      “I was there with some friends and …” Tears welled in my eyes and I fought to keep them from falling as images flashed through my mind. “Even with my powers I couldn’t save them.”

      “It wasn’t your job to stop anyone,” she said.

      “Not then. But your mother gave me an outlet to channel the anger and grief. It’s why I joined the force. So, I could stop things like that from happening again. Only now, it seems I can’t even do that. With other super powered people running around hurting innocent people and with your mother and uncle covering it up, I’m starting to question what I’m even doing.”

      She pulled her arm out of my grasp and gave my hand a squeeze. “You’re fighting back.”

      I nodded slowly, letting my thoughts come back to the problem at hand. We have to find the scrubbed call logs. There was a less rule-bending option I could follow, especially as it related to what happened to Henry and Declan. “Let’s start tomorrow. I need to check something first. And if we are going to make it seem legit that I’m training you, one of us is going to need to pay your mother a visit.”

      “I guess I can be patient and I’ll talk to her,” she said. The way the corners of her mouth turned into a frown told me she didn’t relish having that particular discussion. “Have you thought any more about the uh … other thing?”

      “Look, I like you, Tina. I’d be lying if I denied that. What you did was a huge violation of trust. I need you to give me some time.”

      “I know I screwed up. I’m sorry. I’m not great with apologies, but I really do regret what I did. Because I like you, too.”

      “Let’s take it one step at a time, okay? See where things go.”

      “Sure.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said and after a moment of awkward silence between us, I left her standing on the sidewalk.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Luck was on my side today. I approached the front of the firehouse and spotted Taron Garraway leaning against the door to one of the firetrucks. He’d joined the fire department at the same time I’d joined the police academy. We’d been friends in high school. Both of us had lost friends at the parade, but unlike me he had no super powers to speak of.

      “Finley, you get lost on patrol?” he called with a broad grin and offered me a hand.

      “Funny. I was actually hoping I’d run into you,” I replied and shook his hand, clapping one hand on his shoulder in greeting.

      “I’m not in trouble, am I?” he asked with a laugh.

      “Depends, you do something an officer of the law shouldn’t know about?” I teased back.

      “Not that I’m gonna admit to. Seriously, what brings you by, man?”

      “I was actually hoping to ask you about a call that may have come in about a week ago in the morning. Were you on shift?”

      “Yeah, I was on.”

      “Do you remember what calls came in?”

      “Man, they kinda blend together.” Strange, he wouldn’t look me in the eye. He knows something.

      “Would have been a car wreck. Pretty bad from what I’ve heard.”

      Taron rubbed the dark red stubble on his chin and gestured for me to follow him out of the bay and into the turnout gear room. It provided more privacy which sent my curiosity skyrocketing.

      “Look, I’m not sure why you’re looking into this, but we got orders from above not to talk about it,” Taron hissed.

      “Look, it won’t come back to you. I promise. Just tell me what you know,” I pressed.

      “We got to the scene and the car had already been engulfed. It looked suspicious, like someone had been run off the road. But the thing is, there weren’t any people in the car. No driver or passenger.”

      Because Declan had already gotten them out of the car before it exploded. “Well, that’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

      “We searched the area, but came up empty. It was just weird. I noticed some drag marks and when I went to tell my lieutenant about it, he said to just drop it.”

      Lena and Officer Boudreau’s reach extended farther than I realized. “Thanks man. I really appreciate you telling me this.”

      “I don’t know what’s going on, but Reese, stay out of it. This feels like the kind of thing that is a career killer for guys like us. We’re low men on the totem pole. Don’t go turning over any rocks you shouldn’t be.”

      If he’d been told to cover up the attack on my friends, what else had he seen that he’d been told to forget? I needed to know exactly how many attacks had been swept under the rug and what powers were in play. I clapped him on the shoulder in what I hoped was a reassuring gesture. “Don’t worry about me. Good to see you, T. We should grab drinks sometime.”

      I left him alone in the turnout room and headed back home, trying to put everything I’d heard today into some sort of order that made sense. The more I learned about what my bosses were up to, the more I wondered how much I’d really been blindly following along up until this point. Some of the anger that had nearly consumed me at the death of my friends bubbled to the surface, fueling me onward. I wasn’t going to risk more people stumbling into Lena’s crosshairs.
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      I didn’t want to go home and face my mother. Especially not after how we’d left things that morning, but I couldn’t stay away forever. Besides, if I was going to convince her to let Reese train me, I would need to actually make her think I’d drunk the company Kool Aid. I walked up the front steps to find the driveway empty. A quick check in the garage revealed that her car was gone. There was only one other place she would be so I turned around and headed to the library.

      “We’re closing soon,” a thick-set man I didn’t recognize said from the circulation desk as soon as I strolled through the automatic front doors. I guess with Henry supposedly dead, they needed someone else to cover his shifts.

      “My mother is Lena Boudreau. She’s on the board,” I answered and headed for the restricted section, like I owned the place. Then again, given what was hidden in the sublevels, it wasn’t that far from the truth.

      “Miss, you can’t just go in there,” he protested as I strode in and let the door slam behind me with a satisfying ‘wham.’

      I hadn’t used this entrance to the sublevels since Spencer, Declan, Marisol and I had stumbled upon it months ago. It just felt like the thing to do today. So, I found the panel in the wall and pressed my palm to the scanner.

      “Welcome Christina,” the robotic voice announced and the panel slid open to reveal the long hallway that would lead me to my mother’s lab.

      I marched with confidence down to the lower level and soon found the familiar branching corridors that led to labs and conference rooms and training areas. Not that I’d seen the latter, though that was about to change. I made a beeline for the room I’d dubbed my mother’s office. The door was locked with one of the fixtures requiring a key. The kind purposely used to keep me out, but there was more than one way to hack a lock.

      I concentrated on feeling the metal inside the door handle and the locking mechanism. It resisted my pull at first. “Come on,” I muttered, clenching my hand into a fist until tiny screws came loose, zooming into my other hand, leaving the handle hanging loosely in the door. I yanked it out with a clank and pushed the door open.

      “I said I didn’t want to be disturbed,” my mother said without taking her eyes off the computer screen in front of her.

      “Then maybe you should get better locks,” I said and tossed the handle on to the desk beside her.

      She pivoted her chair to look from the door to the metal fixture on the desk to me and back again. “I hope you’re going to put that back.”

      I shrugged. “Do I look like a locksmith?”

      “I’m busy, Christina. What is it you want?” she said with an air of irritation. It was like my very existence bothered her and for a split second I flashed back to being a five-year-old just wanting her mother to play with her. She’d been busy back then, too.

      “I wanted to apologize for the whole breakfast thing the other day. I just got mad.”

      “I see. Well, apology accepted.”

      “You know, I’d be able to control things better if someone actually trained me. You’ve been testing everyone else’s abilities, but not mine. I could be helpful. I want to be useful and not just behind a computer. I could be out there stopping bad guys,” I said, hoping my words came across as sincere.

      “It is a dangerous place out there.”

      “And I’m ready to face it. Why waste my abilities?” I held out a hand and concentrated on the keyboard in front of her, making the keys type of their own volition. “I could be doing so much good.”

      “I don’t know that we have anyone to pair you with. And as you know we don’t send subjects out alone. We need to ensure compatible powers get tested together.”

      “I know of someone.” I paused for dramatic effect. “Reese Finley.”

      She sighed in exasperation. “I’m not indulging your school girl crush. Besides, he’s far too old for you and he has more important things to focus on than you chasing after him.”

      “It’s not a crush.” Not that I would admit to her anyway. “He’s a good guy. You liked him enough to take him in after his mom died. You helped him when he had no one else. And his powers are like mine. There’s no one better to help me understand how they work. And I promise, I won’t go out into the field until he says I’m ready.”

      “It wouldn’t just be fun and games, Christina. Training would require monitoring and testing.”

      “Whatever you have to do. Just let him train me. Hell, we could start tomorrow after my internship time is up.”

      She studied me, as if trying to read my mind—a look I was annoyingly familiar with from Spencer—before she finally nodded. “Fine.”

      “Thank you.” It was probably the first sincere thanks I’d given my mother in my life. Too bad it was all in service of taking her down.

      I’d fill Reese in on the news in the morning. I bounced out of her office and back up to the library level with a spring in my step and a grin on my face. We were one step closer to putting an end to her power trip and I would finally get to explore my powers.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          

      

    

    







            Reese

          

        

      

    

    
      Taron’s confirmation that strange happenings were being covered up kept me Taron’s confirmation that strange happenings were being covered up kept me awake that night. Despite having heard Lena and Officer Boudreau all but admit to knowing about the attack on Henry, I still couldn’t reconcile the callousness with the woman who’d shown me such support. Giving up on the possibility of sleep a little after four in the morning, I dressed in shorts and an old Academy t-shirt, heading out for a run.

      As my breathing settled into a rhythm in time to the sound of my feet hitting the pavement, my thoughts drifted to Tina. Had I thought she was off limits only because of who her mother was? And if that was the case, could I let half a decade’s worth of loyalty to someone it turned out I really didn’t know trump my feelings? Should I?

      Deciding to take my dating life into my own hands, I slowed to a walk and made my way to the station. I’d be early for my shift, but there was a chance I could find Tina beforehand and let her know what I’d decided. After grabbing a quick shower in the locker room and donning my uniform, I headed down to the basement. I spotted Mitchell grumbling to himself, lighter in hand. The door to his office sat ajar and I spotted a shock of blue hair.

      “Everything okay?” I asked as Mitchell approached.

      “Mornings are sacred. No one bothers me. Ugh … then she shows up and ruins my flow,” he huffed, flicking the lighter open and closed.

      “She’s just trying to make a good impression,” I said, hoping he’d buy it and leave us in peace.

      He glanced backward one last time before pushing past me and heading upstairs out of sight. With him gone, I approached the room, spying Tina slide into Mitchell’s chair, fingers poised over the keys. “Hope you aren’t doing anything illegal,” I commented, leaning against the doorframe.

      Tina spun to face me; her cheeks flushed like she’d been caught doing something she knew she wasn’t supposed to. Which she had. “Don’t fucking sneak up on a girl like that. You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      I stepped completely into the room, easing the door shut behind me. “Sorry.”

      “I don’t have a lot of time to talk right now,” she muttered and turned her attention back to Mitchell’s computer.

      I peered over her shoulder. “What are you doing exactly?”

      “This will go faster if you don’t ask questions right now,” she answered.

      “Forgive me for wanting to learn something new,” I huffed.

      Tina let out an exaggerated sigh. “If you have to know, I’m copying Mitchell’s credentials.” Her fingers flew over the keys as she talked.

      “Why? I get he’s not very personable, but he’s not a bad guy.”

      She pivoted in the chair and put both hands on either side of my face, as if she were speaking to a small child. “So, we can snoop in the database without it linking back to us. Duh.”

      “This is what you meant by no one would physically get hurt,” I commented.

      ‘Exactly.”

      “Tina, I don’t like this. You’re using him, because he’s not particularly likeable. He could face charges or lose his job. What you’re doing could ruin a man’s life. You understand that right?” I argued.

      “Do you want to find out what they’re covering up or not?” Her sharp blue gaze bore into me, challenging me to disagree with her.

      “Yes, but I’d be happier if there was a way to do it without risking someone’s livelihood in the process.”

      “Yeah, well, there’s not so suck it up.”

      “I wanted to tell you that I did a little digging on my own and found out that someone did respond to the car wreck involving Declan and Henry.” I lowered my voice to a whisper in case anyone might be listening. We may appear to be alone, but with other superpowered people out there, we couldn’t be too careful.

      “But I’m guessing there’s no record of a call coming in that sent them to the scene.” Tina scooted back to her own computer and opened a case file, making it appear she’d been working the whole time.

      “Probably not. The brass also told the firefighters on the call not to talk about it. And it wasn’t the first time either.”

      “We’ll have plenty of alone time to figure that out. My mother agreed to let you train me.” Tina gave me a satisfied grin.

      “You actually had a conversation with her that didn’t end in shouting and objects going flying?” I couldn’t hide the amusement and disbelief in my voice.

      “Miraculous, I know,” she deadpanned. After a moment, she continued, “We should meet at headquarters after your shift today to get started.”

      “Shouldn’t you be off on patrol or something, rookie?” Mitchell rumbled as he returned from his smoke break, cutting our conversation short.

      “Just checking on Tina to make sure she’s still settling in okay and not causing too much trouble,” I lied.

      “Hmmph,” Mitchell sighed and plopped back in his seat.

      “I’ll check back later,” I told Tina, doing my best to hide the excitement growing inside me at the prospect of spending time alone with her again. Sure, it would be monitored, but at least it was a start. I just prayed things went better than our first “date”.
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      I’d never been so excited to be locked in a room underground than I was when Reese escorted me into one of the training rooms that afternoon. I clocked several cameras watching us, their recording buttons glowing red and ominous, reminding us that we were not alone. We had to be careful what we said and did. Unless there’s a mysterious tech malfunction.

      “So, I’ll be honest, I’ve never trained anyone before. I’m not exactly sure where to start,” Reese said, eying the cameras, too.

      “I guess I can show you what I can do,” I replied.

      He stepped back and gestured at the plethora of gear in the room. For a moment, it reminded me of Clayton’s training room with all the little odds and ends. He hadn’t cared if I’d destroyed his stuff. I doubted my mother would feel the same way. I was good at destroying things and so I focused on a pair of bar bells in the corner.

      I held out a hand and felt the electricity around me snap to attention. It wanted to obey my command. I fed it with my desire to lift the weights and they came clattering into each other from across the room until they hovered a few inches above my right hand. I concentrated, imagining them contorting around each other and the metal within them responded, squelching and whining as I exerted power and control until they were a mangled mass floating in midair.

      “Now, undo it,” Reese said, circling me like a bird of prey.

      “Uh, what?”

      “Put them back how you found them.”

      I’d never tried to do that before. Usually whatever barrier I needed to bypass was left a mangled mess in my wake. “I don’t know how.”

      “Sure, you do,” he prompted and stepped behind me. I felt his breath on the back of my neck and I couldn’t suppress a shiver at his proximity. “How’d you get it like that in the first place?”

      “I just did,” I argued.

      “No, you didn’t. There was a process to it. Break it down. Think about what you did step by step and tell me.”

      I pushed aside the annoyance at his commanding tone and turned to face him. We were nose to nose. “How about this, we make things a little more fun. I manage to do it and … you have to take off a piece of clothing. You top whatever I do, and I’ll do the same.’

      “This isn’t a game, Tina. You really do need to learn to control your powers,” he replied.

      I gave him a pout. “Come on. Unless you’re scared, I’ll beat you.”

      He let out a snicker. “I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you have. But, fine. We’ll play. Now, tell me what you did to the weights.”

      I blew out a breath and turned to face them still floating mid-air. “I guess I felt the metal in them and used the electromagnetic forces around me to levitate them toward me.”

      “Good. Then what?”

      “I bent them around each other.”

      “Did it resist?”

      “Well, yeah. I’m pretty sure it didn’t want to be that shape,” I answered.

      “Okay, imagine you’re watching yourself in reverse. Like a video on rewind and undo it,” he said.

      I closed my eyes and envisioned watching myself un-smash the weights together, remembering what they looked like before I’d exerted my will on them. I opened my eyes, held out my hand and pushed with a small bit of power. Before my eyes, the weights began to squeal as they righted themselves into the shape they’d held before. It was a little less perfect than how they’d started, but it was still damn impressive as they dropped to the ground at my feet.

      “See, not so hard,” he said.

      “Guess you were right.” I gestured to his t-shirt. “I believe we had an agreement.”

      His cheeks flushed, but he tugged the fabric over his head. He was left wearing a tank top. I frowned, expecting a bare-chested guy to be standing opposite me. I’d just have to work a little harder. “So, how did you come up with the whole working in reverse thing?”

      He glanced at the cameras recording us. “Your mother.” He paused and then, “Our powers aren’t all that different and I figured if it worked for me, it might work for you, too.”

      “Please don’t tell me that whatever else you can do is thanks to my mother. Please tell me you figured it out on your own?”

      He flexed his biceps. “I mean, when I first realized I had these powers, I could do little things like move a coffee cup across the table or levitate my phone across a room. She may have showed me how to build things up, but I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve.” He glanced at his bare arms and smirked. “Well, you know what I mean.”

      “God, so cheesy. Why don’t you show me what you’ve got if you think you can top my badass-ness,” I openly taunted.

      He gestured to my tank top. “Get ready to lose that.”

      “As if,” I replied.

      He gave me a devilish grin that only made him hotter as he took a few steps back from me.

      “Wha—” He didn’t give me time to finish my question before objects began flying through the room at me.

      I let out a wholly undignified shriek and ducked down to avoid being smacked in the face by a chair. Objects continued to swirl around me and he stood in the eye of the makeshift storm, completely calm.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I finally yelped and flattened myself to the ground to avoid the distorted bar bells flying toward my head.

      “Teaching you to deflect,” he answered as the chaos of the room ceased.

      “Give a girl some warning next time,” I huffed.

      “Right, because the bad guys are going to tell you before they attack. That’s not how the real-world works, Tina. You have to be able to anticipate and react at a moment’s notice.”

      “Well bad guys are assholes,’ I grumbled and pushed myself to my feet.

      ‘That they are. But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be prepared.”

      “Fine,” I replied and lobbed one of the weights at him.

      It barely got within two feet of him before he batted it away with a small flick of his wrist. Damn, he’s good. “Nice try.”

      “Show off,” I shot back.

      He smirked at me and said nothing, instead gesturing at my torso. He mimed taking off my shirt. It was my own damn fault for suggesting the game in the first place. I pulled the fabric over my head, leaving me in a bra and pants. I caught Reese eying me as I tossed the shirt to the ground. I stepped up to him and leaned in close. “So, I’m still waiting for an answer on if you want to give this a try.” I made an exaggerated gesture up and down my body.

      He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he pointed to the cameras keeping an ever-watchful eye on our every move. “Why don’t you get rid of those first.”

      “With pleasure.” With a satisfying sizzle, the cameras shorted out, their indicator lights going dark.

      “What does that earn me?” I pressed.

      “It was cute. Not wildly impressive, but cute. I’ll allow it,” he said and in seconds stood shirtless before me.

      “So, what other tricks are you hiding?” I probed, pressing the tips of my fingers to his muscular chest.

      “Stuff that’s well beyond where you are right now. Let’s get the basics down and then we can pull out the flourishes later. Okay?”

      “You can’t even give me a little hint?” I teased.

      “Now if I showed you everything on day one, what would we do on our second date?”

      My ears perked up at his words. “So, you think this is a date?”

      “I thought that might get your attention,” he said.

      “You standing here without a shirt got my attention just fine.”

      “Maybe we should go somewhere a little less dangerous to talk about this.”

      “Fine.” He put his clothes back on and I did the same. “One thing. Could you stop a bullet with your powers?” I realized how insensitive my words sounded as soon as they were out of my mouth. “Sorry. Just forget I even asked.”

      Reese went quiet as he led me back to ground level of the library and sat on one of the benches outside the front entrance. An oppressive heat had settled over the town and I tugged my hair up off my neck and fanned myself with one hand.

      “I really am sorry about the whole bullet thing. I wasn’t thinking,” I apologized again.

      “I know,” he sighed, not meeting my gaze.

      “So, you’re really not going to show me what else you can do?” I asked again.

      “Not right now. You aren’t ready.”

      “You know, you were totally flirting with me back there,” I said and nudged his shoulder.

      “Well you started it.”

      “Guilty. I guess I should have come out and told you I thought you were pretty decent looking before.”

      He laughed, but the accompanying smile didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s not how I would describe your reaction in there.”

      My cheeks warmed in embarrassment. “Whatever. Look, how about this. We’ve both got to eat so why not just you know, do it together? No pressure. Just two people who work together, eating dinner in a very public place.”

      “Public, huh?”

      “I swear, no ambushes or handcuffs this time,” I replied.

      He considered my words for a few minutes in silence, the heat slicking my neck with sweat. “Well, I suppose I could eat,” he finally replied. “Okay. Fine, where do you want to go?”

      “How about Chinese?”

      He gestured for me to lead the way and we wound up seated in a back booth sharing Sweet and Sour chicken with egg rolls. He watched me as I bit into a roll and savored the flavor of the vegetables and morsels of pork filling.

      “You have something on your chin,” he said and pointed at his own face.

      I wiped at my chin. “So, this may sound like a really self-centered question, but why do you even like me?” I blurted not able to help myself.

      “I think the powers are part of it. It’s nice to have someone else around who can do what I do and gets that part of me. And, I don’t know. You just always kind of intrigued me. You were quiet in school, but you still managed to stand out.”

      I ran a finger through my hair, suddenly self-conscious of the vibrancy of the hair dye I’d clung to for so long. Hoping it would attract the right person’s attention. “You noticed me?”

      “Yeah. I mean, after Lena took me under her wing, I watched you. I saw what you could do.” Reese sipped from his glass. “Your mother and uncle weren’t the only ones aware of what you and your friends were doing. I don’t condone vigilante justice, but I get why you operated the way you did. I liked that you and your friends were trying to use your powers for good.”

      “I guess I was trying to get someone’s attention and it worked. Just not the person I was aiming for,” I said into a forkful of chicken.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. And you may not think you deserve people who care about you, but that’s not true.”

      “Tell that to the bitch who raised me.”

      “Well, she’s missing out. You are smart, courageous, and willing to take risks when other people aren’t. Your methods may be a little rough around the edges and yeah it does rub me the wrong way how often you flaunt the law, but that’s just who you are.”

      “Do you think people can change and be better?”

      “Yeah, I do. That’s part of being human. We evolve and learn and grow. That’s the beauty of growing up and finding out who we are. You’re nowhere near finished finding out who Tina Boudreau wants to be. You’ve got time to make whatever changes you want.”

      He was the second person to remind me in the past few days that change was possible and within my control. So much of my life had felt like it was out of control that I still couldn’t quite believe them. No matter how much I wanted to accept their words of encouragement.

      “So, do you have a plan beyond recovering the calls your uncle covered up?” he asked.

      “We confront him and see if we can get him to flip on my mother.”

      “From what I overheard the other day, it sounds like he may be easier to convince than you might think. He doesn’t want to cover things up anymore. I don’t know how long it’s been going on, but it sounded like he was fed up with it.”

      “Good. Now, we’ll just have to figure out who has been attacking civilians.”

      “And how do you plan to do that?” he asked.

      “I have my ways.” I wasn’t about to admit that I had tracked my friends’ GPS locations. But it did provide a convenient way to see if they had gone rogue. I knew for a fact neither Spencer nor Declan went anywhere without their phones.

      I didn’t voice the nagging feeling in the back of my head that my mother was prepared for whatever we were going to throw at her. She was calculating and manipulative, why she had been able to stay under the radar for this long. She’d ruined my father without really trying and had convinced dozens of people desperate for children to undergo experiments that created babies with superpowers. Somehow, we had to try to take her down. Even if that meant she spent the rest of her life in prison. I could live with that. After all, I wouldn’t be alone. I had a father who wanted to be a part of my life and people who for better or worse had stuck with me when they could have jumped ship.

      “Let me know if you want help doing some more digging,” Reese said, pulling me free of my mental spiral.

      “It’s just going to be a bunch of algorithms doing their thing. Nothing super exciting. You don’t need to waste your time.”

      “We could practice some more outside of your mother’s watchful gaze. After all, there’s a lot more items of clothing to lose.”

      I couldn’t deny I liked the sound of that. Besides, once I set the algorithms running, there wasn’t much I could do until they ran their course. Besides, if it meant this do over of our first date didn’t have to end just yet, that was a bonus. “Okay. We can go back to my place. It’s going to be empty for a while. After all, it seems only fair you get to see my room.”
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      As Tina predicted, Lena was nowhere to be seen. Tina led me to her bedroom, hastily tossing clothes into the closet and slamming the door shut.

      “It’s nice,” I commented and sat on the end of the bed.

      She didn’t respond to my comment. Instead, she acted like I was sitting there, inviting her to make a move and grabbed her tablet. With a few quick taps, she’d entered Mitchell’s credentials. “If Uncle Nick deleted the logs from his own user ID, I should be able to find it and restore it. He’s a decent cop, but he’s no tech genius.”

      “How long is it going to take?” I prompted.

      She shrugged. “Depends on how many files it needs to recover. I guess we’ll just have to sit and wait.”

      I watched Tina sitting there in her element and couldn’t help being impressed with her confidence. She may not have mastered her powers yet, but she had no fear when it came to hacking. A fearlessness I wish I’d had sooner.

      “What’s got that handsome brow all furrowed?” she teased.

      “Just thinking I spent so much time letting my sense of duty and loyalty define my life. I let it tell me who I was supposed to be attracted to. I feel like maybe I’ve wasted too much time hiding behind the rules.”

      “It’s not too late,” she reminded me, reaching out to brush her fingers along my right forearm.

      Without warning I pulled her closer until our shoulders touched. “Practicing?” she asked with what sounded like nervous laughter.

      “Something like that,” I replied, pushing strands of hair off her face. I trailed my fingertips along her jawline, noting every tiny crackle of electricity dancing along her skin. She hadn’t given me time to react when she’d kissed me before. Time to return the favor. I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers.

      The electric current dancing on her skin jumped to mine the longer our lips touched. I expected it to feel like getting a static shock, but it spread through me like an inviting warmth, igniting every nerve in my body until I could swear we resonated at the same frequency

      “Whoah,” Tina rasped when I finally pulled away.

      “Whoah,” I echoed, my hand still lightly pressed against her chin.

      Tina glanced down to see we were again floating a few inches off the bed. “You’ve got to show me how to do that.”

      “Uh … It’s not just me. You’re doing it, too. I think our powers are interacting somehow,” I answered.

      “I guess we could see what else happens,” she suggested, pulling her top off. She slid into my lap and wrapped her arms around my neck. “No tricks this time. I swear.”

      “Good.” I shed my own t-shirt and undershirt.

      She pressed her lips back against mine as we hovered there in midair. All thoughts of the last time we’d found ourselves in this situation vanished and I let creating this new memory take hold. I committed every detail in my mind’s eye. The feeling of her breasts pressing against my chest and the softness of her hair between my fingers. When I finally came up for air, she leaned back against my arms with an impish smile. I heard the ‘snick’ of a zipper being pulled down and looked to see she’d undone my fly without lifting a finger.

      “Slow down there,” I said, settling us back on the bed and pulling the zipper up.

      “You’re really telling me you don’t want to?”

      “Not on a first date. Besides, what’s the rush?” I asked.

      “I just thought … you’d want to. You said you were up for continuing our game,” she answered just as the tablet on the desk gave off a loud ‘ping’.

      “Saved by the bell,” I gave a weak laugh.

      Tina sighed and grabbed the tablet, purposely shifting to the desk chair to put distance between us. She turned her back to me so I couldn’t see what she’d found. She hooked her right foot through the shoulder strap of her messenger bag, pulling it to her and retrieved a phone. After a solid five minutes of silence, she exclaimed. “Holy shit.”

      I waited for Tina to elaborate, but she stayed quiet, her gaze fixated on the phone in her hand. After another minute of silence, I nudged her foot with mine, finally drawing her attention.

      “You can’t just say ‘holy shit’ and then go quiet. What did you find?” I prompted.

      “Sorry … he’s been deleting logs for at least a year. Some of it’s just destruction of property, but the more recent stuff … there was a call about a guy insisting he was mind controlled to crash his car.” She dragged her finger along the tablet screen and pointed to another log. “This one the report says a woman claimed someone was reading her mind. She tried to kill herself. The most recent was last night. A report of a fire breaking out. No casualties, but there were some injuries.”

      “Is there a call that coincided with the crash?”

      She tapped the screen and nodded. “Yeah, that’s here, too.” She went silent again, her lips pressed together in a firm line as she studied something else on the screen I couldn’t see. Even if I could make out the screen, I wasn’t adept at reading upside down.

      “Okay, so we’ve got proof that people with powers are going around attacking people.”

      “But mind control, reading thoughts and even fire. All of those sound like powers I know. People I know,” she said.

      “Your friends,” I noted and she nodded.

      “Now wait, I know them and they wouldn’t do that. I mean, sure, Declan got his kicks beating up bad guys, but he’d never hurt an innocent person. And I checked Spencer and Declan weren’t anywhere near the locations of those calls. Neither was Henry.”

      “And how exactly do you know that?” I pressed.

      She held up her phone. “I may have tracked their phones.”

      “For once, I’m not mad about the law breaking. So … what do we do now?”

      “We need to get this to Clayton and we need to confront Uncle Nick. See if we can flip him to our side.”

      “You really think it can’t wait until the morning?” I asked.

      “My mother is covering up for people with powers like ours and they are doing real damage. This intel is what I’ve been working on finding for him. Yes, he needs to know now.”

      “Okay. Call him and set up a meeting.”

      She shook her head. “There isn’t time. These logs are getting closer together. These people, the incidents are all escalating. You’ve committed to our side of things. It’s time you saw the base of operations. We’re going to need a car though.”

      “Cars can be traced too easily. Besides, I have a much faster way,” I said and took Tina by the hand, leading her out to the backyard. I hadn’t intended to show her my flying trick yet, but we didn’t have time to keep things like this hidden.

      “I’ve never done this with someone else before,” I admitted when Tina fixed me with a side eye.

      “Done what?”

      I turned one hand towards the ground, let the power build up beneath my fingers and pushed off the ground. I circled the backyard in a wide arc before setting back down.

      “You can fly!” she yelled.

      “Keep it down,” I hissed. It was one of the things I’d discovered on my own that I hadn’t told Lena about. Given what was coming to light, that had been a prudent decision on my part.

      “Hold on. I have an idea,” she raced back into the house, leaving me to stand there staring after her.

      She returned with heavy metal bracelets clamped on either wrist. They looked like they belonged to some goth rocker. “Okay, so I may have gotten the idea from Spencer, but if we can levitate together while making out, this shouldn’t be any different,” she explained.

      I took her hand in mine and lifted off the ground. Determination etched into her facial expression as she followed suit. I could feel her palm grow sweaty in mine and I held on tighter to reassure her that I wouldn’t let her fall.

      “Lead the way,” I said and gestured in the general direction in front of us.

      She looked around to orient herself and then began tugging me along Main Street out of town. We finally settled down on the ground in front of a low wooden structure hidden away by thick trees and foliage.

      “Wait … We haven’t even left town,” I commented. I would have expected Clayton Kirkpatrick to have steered completely clear of Lena’s sphere of influence. The fact he’d managed to operate within town limits without her any the wiser was impressive.

      “Nope,” she replied and marched to the front door and flung it open.

      I was about to cross the threshold when my head began to swim and something caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. I pivoted slowly to see Officer Boudreau standing there, weapon raised and aimed at my chest. Heat rushed up the nape of my neck and I reached for my own weapon only to realize too late that I wasn’t armed.

      “Tina, problem,” I croaked out.

      She turned and her brow furrowed. “What … fuck. Felipe, back off you weirdo. He’s cool.”

      I had no idea who she was talking to, but getting another person involved seemed like a foolish move, especially since we had a very pissed off cop who we’d led right to the opposition’s headquarters. As quickly as the feeling had hit me, it passed and Officer Boudreau vanished. I blinked a few times in rapid succession, but he didn’t reappear. I slowly turned to face Tina, a skinny guy stood behind her.

      “You sure we can trust him?” he asked.

      “Yes, we can,” Clayton’s voice replied from deeper inside the cabin.

      The guy I assumed to be Felipe narrowed his gaze at me one last time before walking away. Tina offered her hand to me and guided me inside. We followed Clayton to a central room with overstuffed chairs. It looked like a living room in an upscale house. Not what I’d expect from a man who’d spent the last two decades hiding in plain sight from his ex-wife.

      “Okay, what the hell was that?” I demanded once we were alone.

      “Felipe has the ability to draw out and show a person their greatest fear and sometimes they can manifest physically,” Clayton answered matter-of-factly. He handed me a glass of water. “Care to share what you saw?”

      I took a small sip from the glass and let it calm my nerves. “I … uh … saw Officer Boudreau. He had his weapon trained on me. Like he’d followed us here.”

      “You are afraid your alliance will lead him straight to us. I appreciate your concern, but we take precautions,” Clayton said.

      His words did little to assuage my worries. If Lena had powered people doing her bidding like we thought, then there was no telling whether we could in fact be followed. Clayton studied me for a moment longer before turning his attention to Tina.

      “I’m guessing there’s a reason for your unannounced visit.”

      “We found proof that Uncle Nick is covering up for other powered people.” She tapped her tablet to her chest. “It’s all right here. The call logs from 9-1-1 that he’s been deleting and copies of the reports. I wouldn’t be surprised if I checked his phone and email, there would most likely be deleted records telling other branches of emergency services to keep quiet about all of it. It looks like you were right and my mother has been covering up powered attacks. Hell, she’s probably facilitating them herself.” She drummed her fingers against the back of the tablet. “What’s weird is they all have powers we’ve seen before. Telepathy like Spencer. Fire like Henry, but her records don’t show anyone having duplicate powers.”

      “I appreciate you sharing this with me and you were right to be concerned. For the moment, though, it is better if you continue to act as if you suspect nothing.”

      “Hold up. No, you can’t just bench us like that. You said I could help and spy on her. Let me do that. Let me at least talk to Uncle Nick and see if I can convince him to turn on her,” Tina begged.

      “I can’t let you do that, Tina. Your uncle is loyal to your mother. Believe me, if I could have swayed him, I would have done so a long time ago. You would only risk blowing your cover, tenuous as it is, and making things worse. Please, just be patient a little longer.”

      I didn’t need to be a mind reader to tell from Tina’s body language—the clenched jaw and hunched shoulders—that she wasn’t pleased with her father’s directive. I didn’t blame him for wanting to keep her out of harm’s way. Although, it seemed he was doing what Lena had done to her for much of her life. Sidelining her, because he thought he knew better.

      “Fine,” she eventually ground out through clenched teeth.

      “Mr. Finley, I trust you can get my daughter home safely?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “My tablet,” Tina said, extending her hand.

      “Give me a moment to copy the data you’ve collected,” he replied and left us alone.

      “I know you aren’t going to sit by and do nothing. Just promise me you’ll let me be there when you talk to your uncle,” I whispered.

      “Deal.”
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      We touched down in my backyard a little after ten and I led Reese around to the front of the house, hoping to convince my mother we’d just walked up. Her car was in the driveway this time.

      “Thanks for tonight,” I said and put a hand on the front door.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he replied leaning in and kissed me on the cheek just as the door opened. I nearly fell flat on my face.

      Uncle Nick looked between us and put out a steadying hand to catch me. I caught Reese step back at attention, color draining from his cheeks.

      “Your mother has to work late tonight. Something about being close to some big breakthrough,” Uncle Nick said.

      “Whatever,” I answered. “So, why are you here then?”

      “She didn’t want you to be alone,” he said, his gaze darting between Reese and I.

      “So, all of a sudden she cares if I get laid,” I grumbled.

      “That wasn’t what’s happening,” Reese replied, his voice jumping an octave.

      “It better not be,” Uncle Nick replied.

      “Look, he’s training me now so we were just practicing. Getting some real-world experience,” I lied.

      “Mhm.”

      I didn’t know what my mother was playing at sending my uncle to babysit me. Still it was the best chance we were likely to get to corner him and hit him with what we had found. “Actually, it’s good you’re here. We had something we needed to ask you about,” I said and pushed my way into the house, hoping Reese would catch my cue and follow me inside.

      The sudden movement caught Uncle Nick off guard enough that I snagged him by the arm and dragged him into the kitchen. I wanted to guide him to sit down, but the chairs had no metal for me to work with. Luckily, Reese had caught on to what I’d planned and the chair in front of me slid out seemingly of its own accord. I nudged my uncle into the seat and pulled up the other chair, facing him.

      “Look, I know I told you to keep your hands off my niece. Obviously, that’s one directive you can’t follow,” he said, eying Reese.

      “You think this is about who I may or may not be dating? Please. You don’t really think I’d listen to you anyway, did you?” I scoffed before Reese could reply.

      “Isn’t it?”

      Great, playing dumb. I hadn’t counted on him trying to deflect so much. The urge to give him an exaggerated eye roll was too much to overcome. “Don’t play dumb. We know you’re in on what my mother’s been doing.”

      Uncle Nick rubbed at his face with both hands. “Look, Tina, I’ve had a long day so just cut the crap and say whatever it is you want to say.”

      “Fine. Let me spell it out for you real simple-like. We know she’s got people with powers going out and hurting civilians. I don’t know why. It’s wrong and we know you’ve been covering it up for her.”

      Uncle Nick blinked at me. “And how do you know this information?”

      “I’m resourceful,” I responded.

      “I know you don’t want to do what she’s asking. You have a moral code,” Reese interjected.

      “You didn’t just show up in the hallway earlier, did you, rookie?”

      Reese leaned on the back of Uncle Nick’s chair. “I heard you. You aren’t happy with what she’s making you do. Why let her keep pulling your strings and calling all the shots? I know you are a good guy. You shouldn’t have to compromise who you are just to make her happy.”

      Uncle Nick shook his head. “God, you two are so naïve. You think it is that easy to tell Lena no?” He let out a harsh bark of laughter. “Of course you do. You’re just kids. What do you know?”

      “We aren’t kids,” I snapped.

      “Yeah, you are. I stuck by her, because that’s what family does. Even when they get into weird science shit.”

      “I’m your family too. How is helping her cover up crimes helping family? Especially when you tell me to keep my nose out of the police databases.” A realization hit me and if I hadn’t already been sitting down, I would have fallen over. “That’s why you didn’t want me snooping, right? You didn’t want me to find out what you’d been doing for her.”

      “She never gave you enough credit,” he said, not denying my statements.

      “Look, we found this out on our own. We can leave you out of it,” Reese offered.

      “You honestly think you can stop her? No offense but neither of you are exactly highly skilled operatives,” Uncle Nick scoffed.

      I resented his comment, even if there was truth to it. Still, I knew he had more information that he wasn’t telling us.

      “From what we’ve gathered, she’s duplicated certain powers. Mine, Tina’s friends, but there’s no record of the same powers in the experiment logs,” Reese added.

      “You just don’t get it. There weren’t additional subjects after you all. There’s only one person she’s experimented on. Herself.”

      I stared at him in silence, mouth hanging open. I hadn’t heard him right. Had I? She’d experimented on herself. I mean, in a mad scientist sort of way it fit. But, how could she have given herself all those powers without messing up her own genetic code?

      “How? I thought she and my father stumbled on to powers while creating embryos. It doesn’t work on adults.”

      “She’s been working to unlock the genetic code for years. The government wants super soldiers, but they aren’t going to wait eighteen years for kids with powers to come of age,” he said.

      “One person can’t have all those powers at once,” I rasped.

      “She doesn’t have them. She can copy abilities.”

      “How exactly does it work?” Reese pressed.

      “I don’t understand the science behind it. She only has to be near the person when they use their power. Then, somehow, she can recreate it.”

      “Except we haven’t seen her use mine, yet and I’ve used it around her,” I muttered.

      “She’s tried, but hasn’t been able to copy your power,” Uncle Nick admitted.

      “Why not?” I demanded.

      He shook his head. “No idea. But, she can’t. Look, this is a suicide mission if you go after her.”

      I reached out and took Uncle Nick’s hands in both of mine. “You want to protect your family. How much time can you give us to stop her?”

      “You can’t stop her not even with your friends. You just can’t. I’m sorry.”

      “Just watch me.”
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      I watched Tina’s face go from disbelief to anger right in front of me. I glanced around the kitchen, keeping an eye on anything metal she might send flying with her emotions not in check. I could counter most of it if I needed to so none of us got hurt. To my surprise, nothing went flying though. She closed her eyes; took a few slow breaths and the slow build of electrical current in the air I’d begun to feel fizzled out. Maybe she really was starting to learn how to control her powers.

      “Watch him. I need to make a call,” Tina said clearly addressing me without taking her eyes off her uncle.

      “Sure,” I muttered and took up residence in the seat she had vacated. I half expected Officer Boudreau to make a break for it, but he just sat there looking defeated. “I’m sorry we had to drag you into this,” I apologized.

      “Look at you apologizing to me when I was the one who broke protocol. Compromised the oath I took to uphold the law and serve and protect,” he replied.

      “I know you think it’s too late to make a difference, but you’re wrong. You can still help stop her. Expose Lena for what she’s doing.”

      “She’s got friends in high places.”

      “Your niece isn’t alone in all of this either,” I said.

      “Her little band of super friends, you mean, they aren’t going to stand a chance against military officers.”

      “Probably not. Although, Lena wasn’t the only one involved in the original experiments.”

      “You expect me to believe Tina found her father?”

      “Actually, he found me,” Tina answered, reappearing in the doorway, phone in hand.

      “It was bad enough when we realized Henry had betrayed us. You, too, Tina?”

      “At least he gives a crap about me and what I want. It’s not his fault he wasn’t around. She kept him from me for my entire life. She’s the villain here. Don’t deny it.”

      “If you think I’m going to turn on your mother for him, you’re mistaken.”

      “He said you wouldn’t switch sides,” she answered, glancing at her phone.

      “So, now what?” Officer Boudreau asked.

      A sharp knock at the door provided the answer to his question. Tina opened it to reveal Spencer standing on the other side. He looked nervous and slightly out of breath. “I came as soon as I got the text. What’s the big emergency?” he huffed.

      Tina pointed to her uncle. “I need you to mind warp him or whatever.”

      “Uh, what?”

      “Mind control, Spence. I don’t know how it works. Just do it.”

      Spencer grabbed Tina by the shirtsleeve and dragged her out of view. I followed them, despite the likely protest I’d get from Tina for leaving her uncle unattended.

      “I’m not controlling your uncle. Are you nuts?” Spencer hissed.

      “I don’t need you to control him. I just need you to make him forget what we talked about tonight.”

      “First of all, I can’t erase memories. That’s not a real thing. And even if it was, why would I do that?”

      “Because we may have tipped our hand about knowing what he and Lena are up to and we need to buy ourselves as much time to come up with a plan of attack as possible,” I answered as Tina opened her mouth.

      “Maybe you should back up to the part where he’s in on plans,” Spencer replied, eying Tina.

      “He’s on our side. Trust me,” she said, giving me a smirk.

      “Look, I don’t like being used and that’s what Lena has been doing this whole time. She took advantage of the fact I needed someone to believe in me after my friends and my mother died. Besides, I’m done being her puppet and I’m not going to follow her word blindly. She’s a danger to everyone in this town. She needs to be stopped.”

      Spencer’s gaze narrowed behind his glasses as he studied me, no doubt probing my mind. He knew he couldn’t get inside Tina’s head at this point so I was the only other candidate besides Officer Boudreau and if I had to guess, he had tech in his head, too.

      “You found out Tina’s mom has powers now, too!” He slumped against the wall. “We are so screwed.”

      “Not if we go after her when she doesn’t expect it,” Tina whispered.

      “What are we going to do, Tina? Ambush her?” Spencer scoffed.

      “We have other allies with more experience. We rely on them,” I quipped.

      “Can we get back to the mind wiping for now, please?” Tina muttered and gestured back toward the kitchen.

      “I told you, I can’t erase memories. And as much as he boasts, I’m pretty sure Declan can’t make him forget with a good punch to the head either.”

      “So, convince him not to say anything to Lena,” I suggested.

      Spencer chewed his lower lip in thought. I didn’t know him well, but from what I’d observed when he was freelancing, he was a good guy who wanted to help people when he could. “Okay. I’ll try. But we need to bring everyone else up to speed. If this is really happening … if we’re going up against Tina’s mom, we can’t just half-ass it.”

      “Agreed,” Tina and I said in unison.

      I watched Spencer head back into the kitchen, leaving Tina and I alone in the hallway. Everything was escalating quickly; a lot faster than I was comfortable with. Only a couple days ago I had to worry about doing my job as a cop. Now, I was going up against one of the most powerful people in town. Literally.

      “You’re worried about how she’s going to react when she realizes you’re batting for the other team, aren’t you?” Tina commented, almost as if some of Spencer’s skill had rubbed off on her.

      “Terrified, if I’m being honest. Knowing that it was probably her that went after Henry and Declan, that she’s capable of attempted murder is insane. And she had no problem letting you all think I’d done it, using me as a scapegoat.”

      “Like I’ve been saying all along, my mother is a heartless bitch who only cares about herself.”

      “At the very least it sounds like she thinks that Declan and Henry are out of the picture, so relying on them will give us an element of surprise,” I said.

      “And if she can’t copy my power, then we’ve got another leg up.”

      Spencer gave an exaggerated cough to draw our attention. “I’ve done what I could. I think it worked, but it felt like he was resisting me. Like someone else had been in his head already.”

      Like Lena had controlled him. “Thank you for trying,” I said before Tina could start complaining.

      “We should meet up in the morning and fill everyone in,” he said.

      “Why wait?” Tina replied.

      “Because it’s late and I’m tired. I’m pretty sure the world isn’t going to end overnight,” Spencer replied, his statement punctuated by a yawn.

      “Fine,” she huffed.

      Spencer gave me a weak smile, as if to say ‘she’s your problem now’ and left the house. I didn’t like the idea of leaving Tina alone in case her mother returned home and Spencer’s mind control failed. But I also knew we weren’t nearly ready for a sleepover. There was also a part of me that doubted Tina would wait until morning if left to her own devices.

      “I guess I’ll see you in the morning,” she said.

      “You aren’t getting rid of me that easy,” I said and poked my head into the kitchen. Officer Boudreau sat at the table staring off into space. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t exactly trust you not to go rushing off headfirst into danger. So, I’m going to keep you company.”

      “You’re staying the night?” I caught the hopeful timbre of her voice.

      “Not like that. Just give me some pillows and blankets. I’ll camp out on the couch.”

      “Oh no. Not a chance. She comes back and sees you asleep on the couch, she’ll know something’s up. It’s safer for you to just crash in my room.”

      I wasn’t going to win this argument, so I let her lead me back to her room and watched as she pulled extra pillows and blankets out of her closet before she tossed them at me.

      “I mean, we could always share the bed,” she said, laying back against the mattress.

      “And give your mother even more ammunition, no thanks. I don’t think I can handle her fury at me betraying her and possibly deflowering her daughter.”

      “God, did you just flash back to the 1950s or some shit?”

      “Very funny.” I settled on the floor. “This will be fine for me. And don’t you dare think of sneaking out. I’m a very light sleeper.”

      She mimed crossing her heart. “I promise.”

      As we lay there in silence, I couldn’t help wonder what tomorrow held. We’d been trained, but not to fight others like us. And maybe that was the point. She knew we didn’t know how to combat powers and there wasn’t time to learn either. We’d have to wing it and that meant a greater risk of losing.
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      Keeping my word to Reese about staying put for the night wasn’t as hard as I’d thought. I didn’t sleep at all, but I managed not to go stir crazy, either. After listening intently for any sign that my mother was returning home—she didn’t—I turned my attention to watching Reese sleep. He looked so peaceful and cute resting on my floor. Just as dawn broke, I leaned over and brushed a few stray locks of blond hair off his forehead. He sighed and rolled toward me, his eyes opening.

      “Guess you really are a light sleeper,” I said in a hushed tone.

      “Told you.” He propped himself up on one elbow—or he would have if that elbow had actually been making contact with the floor instead of empty air—and gave me a dopey morning grin. “I’m honestly surprised you didn’t try to sneak out last night.”

      “Yeah, well, I figured I didn’t need your lecture.” I rolled up to a seated position. “She didn’t come home last night.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I didn’t really sleep much.”

      “Not the words I was hoping to hear on the eve of battle,” he replied.

      “Right because ‘I slept like a baby’ is so much better,” I retorted.

      “When do you think we should head out?” I noted how he didn’t say Clayton’s name. I didn’t blame him. I’d done a pretty thorough sweep of my room after meeting my father to ensure my mother hadn’t somehow bugged me. It was still smart to be cautious.

      “I say we go now.”

      “What about your uncle?”

      “Well we aren’t bringing him with us. We just have to hope Spencer’s mojo worked and sticks long enough for us to come up with a plan.”

      Reese kicked off the blankets and levitated himself to his feet. I smirked at the obvious show of ability. He wanted me to know that he had control of his power and could be an asset in the coming fight. Like I didn’t already know that. I hurriedly grabbed a change of clothes and darted into the bathroom to make myself presentable. One couldn’t go to war in pajamas.
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        * * *

      

      Clayton pulled the front door to the cabin open before I could lay a hand on it. He looked as if he hadn’t slept either, dark circles rimmed his eyes and thin veins of worry lines creased his forehead.

      “Your friends are all here. You better come in,” he said and ushered us inside.

      “Safe to say he knows what’s going on,” Reese whispered in my ear as we followed my father to the common area. Declan and Henry leaned side by side against the mantle. Spencer and Marisol shared the couch, their hands clasped tight. I noted Felipe and Taylor were also present. As fighting forces went, it wasn’t much of an arsenal.

      “How much did they tell you?” I asked, eying Clayton.

      “That your mother has been experimenting on herself, giving her the ability to mimic powers,” he answered.

      “We’re going to stop her,” I said, no hint of uncertainty in my voice.

      “I can appreciate that you want to protect the people you care about, but she has been studying you all for a long time. She knows how your abilities work and likely what weaknesses you possess,” he replied.

      “She hasn’t studied mine,” I quipped.

      “Of course, she has. Perhaps you most of all,” his tone softened as he approached me. “She kept you close, closer than any of the others. She knows how to push your buttons. She knows how to play on your emotions. She no doubt recognizes that your gifts are mostly untapped and unrefined.”

      “What are you saying?” I snapped.

      “He’s saying that you’re a ticking time bomb and she knows it. She’s counting on you losing your shit at the wrong moment and taking us all down with you,” Henry answered.

      “Well if that’s what she thinks, she’s got another thing coming. I can control it. I’ve been practicing.”

      “A few lessons over the course of a week isn’t the same as whatever she’s been doing for the last year,” Spencer added. “We still don’t know if she loses access to an ability when she changes up her method of attack or if she can call them up whenever she wants.”

      I gestured to Taylor and Felipe. “I’m guessing she hasn’t met you two.”

      They both shook their heads. “Not that we are aware of,” Felipe answered.

      “Good. She needs some sort of contact with you to copy your power if what my Uncle Nick says is right. We just keep you out of her reach and we’ve got a couple of secret weapons. Besides, she can’t fight what she can’t see. And who knows, maybe tricking her into thinking she’s failed will give us an edge.”

      “It’s worth a shot, but you aren’t going alone,’ Clayton announced.

      “You aren’t going at all,” Henry argued, arms crossed over his chest.

      “H is right, it’s too risky,” Felipe added.

      Clayton held up his hands for quiet. “I appreciate your protectiveness gentlemen, but it is high time that Helena and I had a meeting of the minds.”

      “As much as I’m ready to get some payback for almost being turned into human barbeque, how do we even know where she’ll be?” Declan asked from beside Henry.

      It was a valid point. I doubted any of us wanted to go up against her at the Kirkpatrick Industries headquarters, her home base. She knew all of it like the back of her hand. Besides, we didn’t have anything like that. Sure, the high school basement computer lab was our little haven, but it didn’t lend itself to waging war.

      “I suspect I can draw her out,” Clayton offered up.

      Before anyone could argue, a high-pitched keening sound erupted around us. I pressed my hands to my ears but it did little the drown out the wail. “What the hell is that?” I shouted, unsure if anyone could hear my question over the noise.

      “Does anyone else smell smoke?” Spencer yelled.

      “Everyone out! That way,” Clayton boomed, gesturing down a hallway that I knew led to bedrooms.

      As I followed Spencer, I reached back to feel for Reese’s hand. His fingers slid into mine and I held on tight feeling like the floorboards beneath us shifted. I glanced down and immediately regretted it. The floor was in fact shifting as we moved. Boards peeled up at our heels one by one, hovering above our heads before shooting forward. Reese flung his hand out in front of him, deflecting the flying pieces of wood before they could collide with anyone.

      “Where are we going?” I coughed, smoke thickening in the air.

      Reese didn’t reply. Of course, he doesn’t know. Instead, he gave me a telekinetic shove onward. I staggered into the wall ahead of me, trying to keep my gaze focused on the next person ahead of me. I heard a whining and a snap and turned to see the roof beams consumed by flame, sending ash raining down where Reese stood. He kept the beams aloft, but it was definitely taking its toll as sweat glistened on his face.

      “Go!” he yelled.

      “Not without you,” I called back and went to join him. I could feel the magnetic pulse of the electronics in the basement below, but they were still too far to do anything useful. At least, that’s what I had assumed. Until I spotted little bits of metal slithering up through the holes in the floor. I flexed my fingers, urging them to move faster and they obeyed.

      “We don’t need shrapnel. We need a shield,” Reese bellowed.

      You can do this.

      I tugged at the metal, twisting it, smoothing it into a sheet in front of us. It gave us just enough cover to hold back the barrage of legit bullets that came suddenly ripping through the room. Each one collided with a ‘ping’. Beside me, Reese grunted and the beams above our heads shook ash down on our heads.

      “We need to move,” he huffed.

      He wasn’t wrong. With as solid a shove as I could muster, I sent the shield rocketing back the way we’d come, hoping it would knock out whoever had decided to use us for target practice. I barreled deeper into the compound, unsure of our destination until I felt a massive hand out of nowhere grab and yank me hard to the right.

      I staggered and coughed the smoke out of my lungs as I realized Declan had snagged me, pulling me outside. Reese came tumbling after me and it was only then in the hazy orange light of sunrise that I noticed the blood staining his shoulder. He’d been hit.

      “Fuck,” I said and pressed a hand to his arm.

      He winced, but pushed my hand away. “I’ll be fine,” he said.

      It was then that I realized Taylor’s invisibility field was up and running as I spotted Uncle Nick burst through the burning compound, gun drawn. He looked around in confusion.

      “I was sure they came this way,” he called to someone behind him.

      “I guess my mind control didn’t work so well,” Spencer wheezed, wiping grit from his glasses.

      Uncle Nick’s head whipped around, but he faced the opposite direction from where Spencer stood. I’d assumed Taylor’s power created essentially a soundproof barrier in addition to hiding whatever was inside her sphere of influence. I’d been wrong.

      My mother emerged from behind Uncle Nick and looked around the space. “Oh, they’re still here. I can feel them. Their fear is palpable.”

      “None of them can turn invisible,” Uncle Nick quipped.

      “None of ours can. But that’s not all you have, is it, Clayton?” she called.

      I watched as he started forward. I wasn’t ready to let him face off against my mother. Maybe it was my proximity to Felipe, but I couldn’t shake the image of losing Clayton. I flung my arm out in Clayton’s direction and he staggered back a step or two. He looked at me and mouthed ‘I’m sorry.’

      I stood rooted to the spot while the compound burned behind my parents. Uncle Nick shuffled off to one side as Clayton emerged from the invisibility field.

      “Hello, Lena,” he said. “It’s been a long time.”

      “So, this is where you’ve been hiding? Clever. I’ll give you that.”

      “You may have kept me out of our daughter’s life, but I wasn’t going to leave her wholly abandoned. Besides, you forget, I was there at the beginning. I knew what we’d discovered. I knew what would happen if it fell into the wrong hands.”

      “Ah yes, and you believe mine are the wrong ones,” she replied, waving her hands for effect.

      “Giving them to the government to use as weapons is not the right thing to do,” Clayton replied calmly.

      “That was your problem, Clayton. You always thought your own altruistic aims were more important. Were better.” She made a sweeping gesture and flames erupted behind Clayton, forcing our small group to back pedal.

      Unfortunately, some of the flame leapt onto Taylor’s shirt. She let out a squeal before Declan could put it out. It was enough of a distraction that her barrier failed, revealing the rest of us.

      “So, you’re Monica’s little cousin. A pity you didn’t follow in the family business.”

      From behind Taylor, Henry’s hands grew bright blue as flame rippled over his skin. He cupped it into his palms before lobbing it at my mother. She deflected it without even lifting a finger. Her expression read ‘bored’ as she telekinetically grabbed Clayton by the throat. The fact his face turned beet red almost instantly told me she was depriving him of oxygen.

      Reese moved to put himself between Uncle Nick and me. I wasn’t convinced Uncle Nick had known he’d been shooting at me. Spencer had said he thought someone else had been controlling him. If Spencer had discovered that trick, I had no doubt she had, too. It was obviously a skill she likely delighted in using on other people. I pushed Reese aside.

      “Uncle Nick, it’s me. It’s Tina. You don’t want to hurt me.”

      His gun wavered in his hands, but he didn’t lower it. “You’re on the wrong side of this, kid,” he said.

      “I don’t think I am. She’s using you. Like she uses everyone else around her. She made you break the law. You never wanted to do that. I know you didn’t. Just put the gun down. Don’t let her control your life any more than she already has. She’s not worth it.”

      Uncle Nick blinked and the confusion lifted. He lowered his gun and turned to look at my parents. He took a startled step back at the sight of my father. “Lena, what are you doing?”

      “Putting an end to a problem that should have been dealt with a long time ago.”

      Clayton’s eyes began to bulge as his brain starved for oxygen. No way in hell I’m letting you take him from me. “Get your hands off my father!” I howled and charged forward. I didn’t realize what I’d done until I was already on the move. The electromagnetic field around me burst with energy. I pulled it around me like armor, letting it protect me. From deep within the collapsing structure of Clayton’s compound, I felt every piece of metal obeying my silent call. Bullets and spent shell casings zoomed into the air, some of them burning red hot and molten from the flames.

      I didn’t care if they burned me. I wasn’t going to let this woman take my father away from me again. I watched as the pieces came together, building an elongated coil of malleable metal. It was putty and I wound it around my mother’s wrists, twisting tight until I could see blood. Clayton went flying backward, slamming hard into a tree.

      “I am done letting you control me and hurting my friends and the people I care about,” I growled, watching the metal dig deeper into her flesh.

      “You have no one but me, Christina,” she spat back.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. You tried to isolate me, keep me away from people who would understand me and accept me … I found them anyway.” I advanced on her. “I am a better person, because of them. Better in spite of what you tried to mold me into.”

      I caught sight of a large metal desk flying through the wreckage of the compound behind us and ducked just in time to avoid it slamming into me. My mother wasn’t so lucky. She crumpled to the ground in a heap, unmoving. All of the energy that had been coursing through me vanished and I collapsed on the ground, chest heaving. It was over. It had to be.
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      My first instinct was to rush to Tina’s side and make sure she was okay. Still I also couldn’t shake the feeling that things weren’t over. Sure, Lena had taken a beating from all the metal Tina had summoned and it looked like she’d lost a lot of blood. If she in fact had Declan’s ability of super strength and rapid healing, we were in for a long fight.

      “Everyone else okay?” I called, taking a moment to check on the others in the group.

      Aside from Taylor, everyone else seemed mostly okay, if a bit shell-shocked while covered in soot and ash.

      “This is not over,” Marisol said softly, clinging tightly to Spencer’s arm.

      Declan cracked his knuckles beside them. “Bring it.”

      I got no reply from Clayton and that worried me. He’d struck the tree hard. I cast a wary glance at Officer Boudreau. He stood motionless, eying Lena, weapon ready at his side. For the moment, he wasn’t a threat. I skidded to my knees in the grass beside Clayton and felt for a pulse. It was faint, but still present. I started to heave a sigh of relief when I noticed the splintered bone poking out through his pantleg.

      “Declan, come here, I need you,” I called.

      “Whoah, that’s uh not good,” he commented as he appeared over my bum shoulder.

      “Do you think you can get it back in place or at the very least inside his body?”

      “I can try.”

      Just as he bent down to start to work, the world grew fuzzy at the edges and I slumped sideways against the tree.

      “Hang in there, Reese, I got you,” Henry said softly in my ear.

      I let myself slide against him. “Adrenaline must be wearing off,” I mumbled.

      “And the blood loss is catching up with you,” he added and prodded at my shoulder. “I could cauterize this, but it feels like there’s still some fragments in there.”

      “Just do it,” I ground out.

      “It’s gonna hurt.”

      “No shit. Just do it,” I repeated.
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        * * *

      

      The searing pain knocked me out. I knew that much. I wasn’t sure what roused me again until I opened my eyes to find Lena towering over Tina, a nasty gash on the side of her head and charred rings wreathing her wrists. She’d definitely managed to unlock Declan’s rapid healing. Tina was still sitting slumped on the grass and she wasn’t moving.

      “Tina,” I croaked and weakly waved a hand, hoping to stop Lena’s advance.

      A wave of nausea overtook me and kept me on the ground, unable to do more than watch as the woman who had been my mentor and mother figure hovered grotesquely over her own child. She held out one of her mangled hands and Felipe went staggering forward. He dug in his heels to avoid her touch, but he wasn’t strong enough to avoid her pull. His eyes widened as she wrapped thin fingers around his wrist.

      “Well don’t you have an interesting ability,” she cackled before shoving him sideways away from her.

      She bent down and cupped Tina’s chin in her hands. “You disappoint me daughter.”

      The forest went silent and then Tina let out a long, low growl. “Stay out of my head.”

      She shoved her mother backwards without touching her, rising to her feet and then hovering above the ground. Tina turned to look in my direction and I flinched, a look of pure hatred on her face. It didn’t matter that her ire wasn’t directed at me. I scooted back all the same to put distance between us.

      “You think you can fuck with my mind, make me see what I’m most afraid of?” Tina snarled. “Guess what, I don’t have to imagine it. I’m looking right at it in the flesh. So, try again.”

      Lena’s hands physically closed around Tina’s throat and I pushed myself to my feet. A loud crack echoed around us and Lena’s body went limp. A second shot followed the first and Lena’s body hit the ground. I turned to see Officer Boudreau lower his gun, his hands far steadier than they’d been earlier.

      “She went too far,” he said and moved to bend over Tina. “I’m so sorry Tina. She went too far.”

      I staggered forward, landing hard on my knees beside Lena’s body and felt for a pulse. None.

      “Even she couldn’t survive being shot in the head,” he said. “All that power and she was still vulnerable.”

      Where do we go from this? What was supposed to happen now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Tina

        

      

    

    
      Six months later

      I still wasn’t used to waking up next to Reese even though we’d been living together for the last three months. I rolled over and watched his chest rise and fall as he snored softly beside me. I traced the tiny scar on his shoulder, the only physical evidence he bore from the battle with my mother. I slid out of bed and headed for the bathroom. I had a surprise for him. For everyone.

      “You are up early,” Marisol said as I walked into the communal bathroom.

      “I’ve got big plans,” I answered with a smile. I’d been wary of her for so long, it still surprised me that I no longer found her annoying or that I was okay with sharing a house with her and four other guys.

      “I look forward to it,” she said with a small nod.

      I let the water run, building up a nice layer of steam in the room before I climbed in and set to work. It was time for a change. One that had been a long time coming.

      Twenty minutes later, I stepped out of the bathroom, ready to unveil my surprise. I marched downstairs to the kitchen. Everyone, but my father was already assembled, scrolling through Facebook feeds and sipping coffee. I cleared my throat loudly to draw their attention.

      “Whoah,” Spencer said, setting his mug down hard on the table.

      “Who are you and what have you done with our hacker?” Henry quipped.

      “I think it suits you,” Reese said, coming up behind me and wrapping his arms around my waist.

      For the first time since puberty, my hair was no longer bright blue. I touched it with one hand, tugging a few strands of natural blond into my peripheral vision. It would take some getting used to, but that was the point of change. I wasn’t the same girl I was six months ago. None of us were the same as we’d been. We’d vowed to each other to still use our powers to help people, but we would do it the right way.

      “Well, it looks like I’m late to the unveiling,” Clayton said, entering the room leaning heavily on his cane.

      Declan had been able to reset the bone, but Clayton had refused an infusion of Declan’s super-healing blood After the showdown with my mother, he’d shut down his own experiments, letting everyone he’d worked with choose whether to continue using their abilities or not. Some, like Felipe and Taylor, had taken the out and gone off to college in the hopes of living a normal life. I’d thought about doing the same, but I realized that being normal wasn’t really for me. Whether I’d asked for it or not, I wasn’t going to just keep my abilities hidden. I’d enrolled in the police academy and would be starting my training at the end of winter. Declan and Henry were planning a cross-country road trip to see what else was out there for them.

      “I’m glad you finally found who you wanted to be,” Spencer said, regaining his composure.

      “I couldn’t have done it without you guys. I know I was a pain in the ass in school, chasing after you and Declan, but you gave me hope that there was someone out there for me. That all of us could be happy.”

      “It just took us all a little longer than we thought to get there,” he agreed and glanced at Marisol. He had actually decided to try managing his family restaurant with Marisol at his side.

      The nerd and his internet girlfriend, the jock and his secret agent, and me and my cop boyfriend, all had worked out in the end.
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        * * *

      

      If you liked this series, make sure to pick up a copy of Muse Song.
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