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        Spider bite.

        Refugee from an alien planet.

        Mutant.

        Billionaire seeking revenge.

        Yeah... None of those things explain what happened around the world three years ago. People woke up Changed. I woke up Changed. But we're not all good.

        Heroes.

        Villains.

        All fighting for answers.

        All fighting each other.

        My name is Alpha. I was the first. And I'll be the only one standing when this is over.

      

        

      
        **This is a Reverse Harem Romance with adult themes.***
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      To Ryan Reynolds – thanks for being such a hilarious anti-Hero on screen. When I’d hit a slump, I’d ask myself What Would Deadpool Do? #WWDD

      

      To Katie, Laura,  Jodi, and Katherine – who got to listen to me bitch when I didn’t want to write. And then tell me to get back at it. Thanks ladies!

      

      To my nephew, Nate – who always asked me to write a superhero story (Since I didn’t write something cool, like Captain Underpants LOL!)
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      “Is she one of them?”

      “I think so! We should ask for a selfie!”

      Oh god. Please, don’t.

      Picking up my pace, I dodge a group of kids out trick-or-treating before they can ask for a photo. I’m usually okay with stopping, but not tonight. A long time ago this was my favorite holiday. I mean, what’s not to love about Halloween? You get to dress up as something you admire or fantasize about. When you’re a kid, you get candy. As an adult, there are kick ass parties – or used to be. No parties for the Heroes – that’s what we’re called, by the way. Original, right?

      Now, this is a night I’ve come to absolutely hate with a passion. Ever since the Changing happened. I snort. I also hate that the official term selected is Changing. I mean, come on! It sounds so… simple. And doesn’t even begin to cover what people went through. Sometimes I still wake up screaming, as nightmares of that day haunt me. So, yeah, a lame term for something much more.

      Because of that day, so very close to Halloween, I now live in a world full of Heroes and Villains. And we’re not all good. I reach my destination and shove all negative thoughts aside. I’m not here to dwell on the past. I’m here to save the future. If I’m lucky, I’ll be the only one standing when this is over. Well, that might be a bit much. Let me rephrase – I hope the good guys are the only ones standing when this is over.

      The building doesn’t look any different than the ones next to it. Tall. Boring beige paint over the once red brick. Nothing flashy to call attention to it. We keep it this way on purpose. If Basics, or regular humans, knew what went on behind these doors they would do one of two things. They’d either run away screaming, or they would try to harness what we have. Neither are good options. Hell, the government is already one step away from having total control over us.

      I stand in front of the retinal scanner, keeping still as the little blue beam scans my eyes. I once asked if this could cause cancer. The Uppers laughed, saying if it did, it wouldn’t matter. My superpowers would heal by body before the cancer could eat away at it. Still doesn’t make me feel very confident standing here. But there are worse things that can happen to a Hero. They know it. I know it.

      “Access granted. Welcome, Alpha.”

      The door unlocks and I step into the lobby, waiting for the door to close and lock. When everything is secure, the platform I’m standing on automatically lowers. The ground level of the structure is just a ruse. Everything important is underground and hidden, which is kind of fitting since that’s how most of us live anyway. I reach the bottom and step off the platform.

      I’m greeted with a wet kiss on each cheek. “Alpha! We didn’t know you were coming by today!” Tick says.

      Tock, the other head on Tick’s body, sighs. “Of course she’s here today. She wouldn’t miss something like this.”

      Tick and Tock are the Heroes - or Hero, since they technically share one body - who maintain our headquarters in Washington DC. They get too much attention in public, so they’d rather stay here, where no one judges them. They don’t even fit through doors or in cars, so it’s easier for them to stay here where they can be useful.

      Want to know what their superpower is?

      They don’t have one, other than having two heads.

      Bummer, right? When the Changing happened, their single body went through some kind of inner alteration and two heads appeared. That’s it. If you ask me, they got the shit end of the superhero stick. I mean, their story would be a lot cooler if one of the heads was a parasitic twin or something, long lost in the womb only to be discovered after the Changing.

      “Oh.” Tick drags out the word. “I forgot. Silly me.”

      They’ve both failed to mention that I was specifically summoned to headquarters tonight, which makes a big difference. If I didn’t show up, there’d be hell to pay from the Uppers. But, my watch didn’t even buzz in warning, so I’m safe. I think. I hope.

      “Is anyone else here?”

      They shake their heads.

      Tick replies, “You’re the first, as always. Ought to get a medal for being on time.”

      What they don’t know is that I’m on time because I can’t afford to get in trouble. The Uppers have always held me to a higher standard than the rest and punish me with the same enthusiasm.

      Tock adds, “The drinks are out. Feel free to get one.”

      I smile. “You know I can’t drink while on the job.”

      He winks. “There’s soda.”

      Crossing the floor, I go to the refreshment table and grab a can of my favorite diet soda. It’s more of a habit really, because it doesn’t taste the same. A side effect of the Changing. Luckily, it’s hit or miss on what tastes different. Wine and chocolate still hit the spot, so I consider that a win. Some of the other Heroes can’t say the same. One of the Heroes can’t eat human food and has to rely on cat food to get by. Of course, she’s more cat than human, so who’s to say she’d want human food if she could have it? Not like she can even talk to say one way or another. All she can do is hiss and meow.

      Loud boots stomp their way across the floor.

      “Alpha,” Ink calls out. “Why am I not surprised you’re already here?”

      I’ve known Ink since Day One. We were in the same treatment facility, though it really should have been called a torture center. I got in trouble for suggesting the name change at our last meeting, but none of the Heroes disagreed with me. Which is why I ended up getting extra patrol duty. The Uppers thought it would improve my attitude. What it really did was remind me that my thoughts don’t matter.

      Ink stands tall, nearly seven feet, with mocha skin that’s splattered with dark blots resembling ink. That’s how he got his name. Leave it to the government to be so creative, right? It goes hand-in-hand with his superpowers, too. He can change any ink on paper to say what he wants it to say. More importantly, if he’s in danger, he can shoot out a cloud of ink, like an octopus, forever staining the skin of his attacker a dark blue.

      But his eyes are sky blue and twinkle when he laughs, as he’s doing now. Heck, I’ve found myself getting lost in those depths more than once before things got too complicated. And, let me just say – sex and superpowers always make things complicated. Fun, but complicated.

      I hug him. “It’s been too long, Ink.”

      Even though we’re not together, I still get a little rush when we touch. If he feels it, he doesn’t let it show.

      “I know, baby girl.” He sighs. “Been working overseas quite a bit.”

      We don’t go into details about our jobs – ever - so I nod.

      “Yeah. I’ve been dealing with the usual here.”

      You know, just saving the day. No big deal.

      He asks, “Happen to know what this meeting is about?”

      “No idea. I was hoping you knew.”

      “I have no idea. It’s odd that they would summon us so close to the Changing.”

      I had the same thoughts. This isn’t right. We should be out there, protecting the Basics, not gathering in one location so close to a day that leaves us vulnerable. A day, I’d like to add, that also dredges up memories from our past. The government likes to act like the Changing is a beautiful event. They have no idea.

      Ink says, “Well, it must be big to take the risk. Come on. Let’s find our seats.”

      These meetings would be easier to bear if we could choose where we sat. But no – we have assigned seats. My chair, of course, is the first one on the first row. An honor, they say. I’d much rather be in the back, or at least the middle, so I can slip away unnoticed if I get bored. But, since I was the first Hero, I get the first seat.

      Sitting, I sip my tasteless soda and wait.

      An hour later the room is full. Knuckles, a fiery red head, sits next to me, scrolling on her phone faster than is humanly possible.

      She says, “I’m not seeing it.”

      “Seeing what?”

      “Anything big enough in the news that would require this meeting.”

      I’m about to respond when the door opens and Marble walks in. My damn breath hitches in my throat. Marble is the leader of us, voted unanimously by Congress, Senate, and the Uppers. He’s everything a leader should be, too. Courageous. Respectful. Unyielding. Sexy. Okay, that last bit might just be me, but it’s true. He’s tall, build like a god everywhere - yes, even there. That’s a story for later, though. And he’s one of the most caring people I know.

      Heck, he should have been named Alpha, since he was the first one to successfully use his powers at will. But he was the second one to be discovered. If he wasn’t in charge, his seat would be next to mine, not Knuckles.

      I smile to myself as he goes to the podium, noticing how good his butt looks in his blue tights. Shit. He’s wearing his official uniform, which means Knuckles is right – whatever this meeting is about, it’s not good.

      “Thank you all for coming tonight. I know there’s other things we’d rather be doing, but, as you guessed, this is important.”

      Someone calls out, “Is it good or bad news?”

      I shake my head. Such a simple question. Is there such a thing as just good or bad? I think not. It’s like asking which side of a coin is right – heads or tails.

      Marble replies, “It’s bad.”

      The lights dim in the room on cue - one of his powers - and a slideshow begins.

      “This is Congressman Wrenly. He was reported missing by his family four hours ago.”

      I shoot a thought toward Marble. Four hours? That hardly counts as missing.

      Marble glances at me and answers out loud. “Normally, we’d overlook a person who’s only been missing for a few hours, but this is different.”

      The next slide makes me sit forward. On what I’m assuming is Congressman Wrenly’s desk is a handmade ransom letter. I haven’t seen something like this in a long time and it makes me uneasy.

      Knuckles snorts. “Cutting letters out of a magazine? Really? The kidnapper isn’t very creative. How old are they? And, more importantly, who even has magazines delivered to their homes? Most people read on their phones or tablets.”

      There are snickers around the room, but most of the Heroes weren’t around for the fight we had with the Villains in the beginning. Just to be clear – most involved in that fight died, on both sides. Only a few of us made it out. And it all started with a note just like this.

      Marble replies, “We believe we’re dealing with a rogue Hero.”

      I mutter, “Villain. Why not just say it?”

      Marble’s green eyes meet mine and he glares. We’re not supposed to say the V-word, per the President of the United States of America. It’s so stupid though. Even the Basics call them Villains. Why can’t we?

      Marble goes to the next slide, a close-up of the letter. “As you can see, the kidnapper is demanding two things for the Congressman to be released. Money and recognition. Both things he will not get.”

      I speak up. “Are there any leads?”

      “His housekeeper reported seeing a man hanging around the house after Mrs. Wrenly left for work.”

      “Has anyone questioned the housekeeper?”

      Marble’s eyebrows lift. “She is cooperating with us. We don’t feel there’s a need to question her.”

      Knuckles says, “You realize half of the people in here can read the minds of Basics, right? Why not have one of us talk to her, just to be safe?”

      He sighs. “Fine. Alpha, I’m assigning you to this task. Report back ASAP with any information.”

      “Will do.”

      Marble addresses everyone else. “I know it seems superfluous calling you all in so close to the Changing, but our government feels this is something that needs to be handled right away.”

      Knuckles thinks to herself, They always do when it concerns them. If it was a Basic who was missing, they’d make the family wait forty-eight hours before calling us in.

      I reply, I was just thinking the same thing.

      Damn girl. I didn’t mean for you to hear that. I thought I had better control over my mind than that.

      I only heard it because you thought about it with so much passion.

      Only a small lie. No one can seem to guard their thoughts around me these days because my powers are changing. I don’t voice this to anyone, though. It’s a one-way ticket to the treatment facility if any of the Uppers find out. Instead, I keep this secret to myself. I mean, it’s nothing major. Just an occasional glimpse into someone’s thoughts now and then. Nothing I can’t handle.

      Knuckles replies, You were always the best one in class. Have fun on your trip looking into the Congressman.

      Marble ends the meeting and calls me over. “Alpha, I’d like to speak with you.”

      I cross the room and he motions me to follow him backstage. Uh oh. Guess I’m in trouble. We pass some of the Uppers, who nod at me. They’ve always creeped me out, to be honest. We’re all on the same side, but they try to act like they’re above us because they’re elected to be on Marble’s private council, where all the big decisions are made. Plus, they remind me an episode of Buffy called Hush, featuring the creepy-AF characters called the Gentlemen. If you’ve seen the episode, you know what I mean. The Uppers even wear the same black suits.

      One of the Uppers smiles, showing his fangs. Yup. Creepy motherfuckers.

      Marble takes me to a room that he must unlock with his retinal scan and fingerprint swipe. Inside, I catch a whiff of his cologne.

      God, why does he always have to smell so freaking good?

      Shoving the thought aside, I glance around the room. Two chairs. A desk. A bed. Hmm. Now why on earth did he bring me to his bedroom?

      “Is this where you’re staying these days?”

      He sits in one of the chairs motioning for me to sit in the other. “Only while I’m in DC and need a place to crash. The Uppers didn’t like me sleeping in my office. Where are you at these days?”

      As if he doesn’t know. Part of his job is to keep tabs on the Heroes at all times. Makes it easy to intervene if one goes off the deep end, which has happened more than any of us care to admit, especially so close to the Changing. Case in point, whoever kidnapped the Congressman.

      I humor him by answering. “Richmond, mostly. I still have the brownstone in Boston, but I’m not there very much.”

      He leans back, letting out a sexy laugh. “God, there were some good time in that house.”

      I smile, remembering, too. “The best.”

      “Sometimes, I wish I could go back to those days. When I was just a guy who liked a girl.”

      I feel warm all over, but I can’t give in. If I do, I’ll be left brokenhearted and he’ll go off and forget me. Again.

      “Marble, you were never just a guy and I was never just a girl.”

      After the Changing, and after everything we went through at the treatment facility, Marble and I lived together. It was more than that, though. For a while, we were the only two people in our little world. We were so in love and I had never been happier. But, then he got the call, saying he was moving up in ranks. That he would have to leave me behind. And he did. Without a backward glance.

      Last I heard, he was dating a Hero in Asia, who was beautiful and could shoot fire from her eyes. Lucky gal. I always wished that was one of my gifts, but all I got was laser beams that only sting a little.

      I stand. Being here, this close to him, is bringing up memories I’d rather not relive.

      “I really should be going. Is there anything else I need to know?”

      Regret flashes across his face, but shakes his head. “No. I just wanted to see how you’ve been. We don’t talk much these days.”

      Because he’s dating someone.

      Because he’s too important for someone like me.

      Because he follows every rule to a T.

      Because-

      I plaster a smile on my face. “I’m good, Marble, I promise.”

      “Good.”

      I manage to walk away without letting him see how much I’m hurting. Because, at the end of the day, my feelings don’t matter.

      What matters is saving the world.
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      Knuckles waits for me outside of headquarters. “So…” Did he tell you he misses you?

      “No, he didn’t.” I scoff. “I’m not sure what that was about, but I’ve wasted enough time here. I have work to do.”

      “Girl, you’ve got to be open to love. Otherwise, you’ll end up alone.”

      She’s never said it, but I imagine Knuckles was one of those girls who spouted off girl power quotes before the Changing. Heck, she might even have been a motivational speaker. I should really ask her sometime what she did, just to sate my own curiosity. We usually don’t talk about our pasts, though, because it dredges up too many memories that we’ve all fought so hard to shove aside.

      “A lot of us are alone.”

      “But most of us wish we had someone like Marble.”

      “Then maybe you should ask him out.” At her incredulous look, I say, “I mean it. He’s all yours.”

      I don’t mention that he’s taken. Let her find out on her own.

      With that, I take three steps before rocketing into the sky. The rush I get when I fly never gets old. The air whipping around me. The freedom I feel. The sense of being exactly where I’m meant to be. Closing my eyes, I soar higher and higher.

      Only a few of us can fly, and no one’s exactly sure why. In the treatment facility, they did a lot of testing to see what made the Heroes special. Our DNA makeup is different than Basics, but the same as each other, so there’s no real reason why I can fly and Knuckles can’t. On the other hand, she has super strength and can tear a car in half without breaking a sweat, so I guess we each have our little niches.

      When I get high enough to feel the atmosphere changing, I glance at my watch where Congressman Wrenly’s address is flashing across the screen. Oklahoma City. Really? Why couldn’t he live somewhere cool, like Las Vegas or Miami? Sighing, I head south, toward the Oklahoma countryside.

      It only takes a moment or two before I’m flying lower, getting ready to land. I’ve never been here before, but I’ve heard the weather can be unpredictable.

      I touch down on red dirt. Huh. Guess that’s a thing here. Looking around, I see that Congressman Wrenly lives on a ranch, cows and all. One moos at me, probably wondering what I’m doing in the middle of its pasture. Guess I didn’t estimate the landing very well. Making sure not to step in manure, I make my way from the field. The large ranch house comes into view, surrounded by multiple police vehicles.

      One of the officers sees me, pointing. “She’s here! The Hero is here!”

      The front door opens and a woman runs out. “Are you the Changeling they sent?”

      Changeling. Another term I don’t like. I’d much rather be called a Hero. Changeling sounds… gross.

      I smile, nodding. “I’m Alpha. Are you Mrs. Wrenly?”

      “I am. Please, come. I don’t want anyone to know you’re here.”

      That’s a bit odd. Raising my eyebrows, I follow her inside. It’s pretty much what I’d expect someone like her to live in. Massive. Floral covered furniture. Gold accents on the walls. Expensive. Overdone and tacky.

      I say, “Do you mind if I look around?”

      “Please. His study is just down the hall. That’s where I found the letter.” She shoves a piece of material at me. “That’s his. They said you needed something with his scent.”

      Jeez, lady. I’m not a dog. His scent is everywhere in the house, as is hers and that of three other people. Two kids. And the housekeeper.

      “Will this work?”

      Her chin trembles, so I reach out, taking her hand into mine. I’m here to help, I remind myself.

      “We’re going to find him, Mrs. Wrenly. That’s what we do.”

      She smiles. “Thank you.”

      I give the cloth a whiff, so she thinks she’s done something right, and try not to notice that it’s a gym towel. I guess it works, though, because I now have his scent locked in my head. Probably forever. I resist gagging.

      Closing my eyes as I walk, I let my senses take over. Ironically, my heightened senses were the first thing that let me know something was different inside of me. I can hear, smell, and see better than you’ll ever dream of. For better or worse.

      I catch a whiff of whiskey and cigar as I pass a closet, the same scent that’s on the towel under all the B.O. Opening the door, I find Congressman Wrenly’s coat and briefcase. The only other scent is synthetic lemon, probably from the furniture polish. Nothing in here sets off my internal warning, so I close the door and keep walking.

      A housekeeper stands at the end of the hallway, watching me. She gives me a timid smile, so I walk toward her.

      “Are you the one who noticed someone watching Congressman Wrenly?”

      She nods. “Yes.”

      “Can you tell me about it?”

      “Yes, I was…”

      I look past her voice and touch her mind. She won’t even know it’s happening.

      Do you know the person who was watching the Congressman?

      No.

      What did he look like?

      He wore a black mask over his face. It was strange, since it’s not even cold out.

      Anything else stand out?

      The man wore a top hat, which is why I noticed him in the first place.

      Anything else?

      No. I just want Mr. Wrenly brought home safe and sound.

      What about Mrs. Wrenly? Could she be involved?

      I don’t think so. She’s cheating on him, but I don’t think she’d do something like this.

      Is he cheating on her?

      Yes. With me.

      I blink at her answer and say out loud, “Thank you. You’ve been very helpful. Please let us know if you remember anything else.”

      She dabs her eye. “I will. And God bless you, miss. I know how worried Mrs. Wrenly is.”

      It’s amazing how a person can lie straight to your face without even blinking. She’s probably more worried about the Congressman than his own wife, and yet she acts like it’s Mrs. Wrenly hoping for his safe return.

      I nod at her and go down the hall, to his office. Inside, I immediately catch a whiff of sweet candy. I’ve smelled this scent before. It hits me and I put my hand over my chest. Doc used to smell like this. I don’t want it to be Doc, but I can’t deny this. Much like our powers, we’re also each blessed with a unique scent that only a few of us can detect. I’ve been told I smell like peaches.

      Lifting my watch, I send Marble an update.

      Me: Found the rogue Hero we’re looking for. It’s Doc.

      Marble: Are you certain?

      Me: Do you really have to ask me that? I’m wrapping things up here and then I’m heading out.

      Marble: Come back to DC when you’re finished.

      Me: Will do.

      I walk around the office one last time. Congressman Wrenly wasn’t in here long before he was taken. At the window, I catch another whiff of Doc. That’s how he was able to get him out without anyone noticing. But why?

      Placing my hands on the desk, I will answers to come my way, but they don’t. So, I go find Mrs. Wrenly.

      “Did you find anything?”

      “Nothing concrete. Is there anything else you can think of that might help us?”

      I touch her mind, diving right in.

      Are you cheating on your husband?

      Yes, with one of the cowhands.

      Would he want to hurt your husband? Hire a Hero to do the dirty work?

      No!

      Are you glad your husband is gone?

      No. I love him. I just wish he paid more attention to me. Plus, I’m certain he’s cheating on me with his secretary. And the nanny. And my best friend. And the housekeeper.

      Is there anyone who wants to hurt him? Any of his mistresses?

      If his father were alive, I would say him. But I can’t think of anyone else. Women love him, so I don’t think it’s any of the home-wreckers he’s sleeping with.

      Maybe someone he works with?

      He’s done some things in his past, but nothing that would warrant this.

      Has he made any Heroes mad?

      Not that I know of.

      Mrs. Wrenly finishes talking, “As you can see, I’ve told the officers everything I know.”

      “Thank you for your time. I know this is very hard on you. Please reach out if you can think of anything else.”

      She gives me a weak smile and shows me to the door. Outside, I walk around the house. As I suspected, I catch Doc’s scent everywhere.

      I whisper to the air, “Doc, what have you done?”

      Because there’s no coming back from something like this.
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      Marble is waiting for me at headquarters before I even get into the building. He inhales, closing his eyes.

      “Shit. I can smell him on you.”

      In another lifetime that statement would’ve been sexy. Now, it scares the crap out of me. Because it’s not just my imagination now that Marble’s smelled the scent, too. Doc’s really gone Rogue.

      “I knew he’d gone off the grid, but I never expected something like this.”

      Marble sighs. “I’ll tell the council. They’ll want to act on this quickly.”

      I know I’ve been dismissed, so I say, “Good luck. See ya around.”

      I take off before I have to listen to a lame reply.

      Shooting through the air, I go to my place in Richmond. It’s a cute little house, with a stone pathway that leads to my bright pink front door. The door is to let others know that I’m a Changeling. Just one more way for the government to segregate us from Basics. I think I would’ve picked this color on my own, though, because it makes me happy just looking at it.

      Thankfully, my porch hasn’t been egged tonight, which is kind of surprising since it’s Halloween. There are Basics out there who don’t accept us, even with the US government backing us. They see us as a threat and do whatever they can to make their hatred known. Rallies across the county. Online forums full of hate and lies. Marches in the capitol. And we just have to sit back and take it in, acting thankful that we get to serve them.

      Sighing, I go inside, undressing as I walk. I’m naked by the time I reach my bedroom and fall right on the bed.

      I still can’t believe Doc was involved in the kidnapping of Congressman Wrenly. Thinking back, I try to remember the last time I actually talked to Doc, but can’t come up with a date. It’s been at least six months, though. Since we fought together against some Villains in California. Some friend I am. I should’ve kept in touch with him.

      Grabbing my laptop from the nightstand, I do a quick database search on him. The last time anyone had contact with him was exactly six months ago. What are the chances of that? And the list is very short. Me. Ink. Marble. And Knuckles. What could have happened in that short amount of time? And why didn’t anyone realize he was gone?

      Scrolling, I see pictures of him with other Heroes. In each and every photo, he’s smiling and having a good time. Doc was always one of my favorite people to hang out with. Nothing ever got him down. Well, nothing that any of us knew about, at least. I guess that goes to show that even superheroes have problems.

      I’m still scrolling when I get a direct message from Marble.

      Marble: Shouldn’t you be sleeping?

      I glance at the clock and let out a small laugh.

      Me: What are you? My dad?

      Marble: Haha.

      Marble: We’re going to be calling a few Heroes in over the next few days to see if anyone has any leads on Doc.

      I’m surprised he’s telling me this information. Usually, he’s tightlipped about what goes on behind the scenes. Which is good and bad, depending on how you look at it.

      Me: I’m kind of shocked that you don’t know where he is. You’re usually on top of that.

      Marble: His last known location was in Silver City, Oklahoma.

      My stomach knots up. The Congressman is from Oklahoma...

      Me: Think it’s a coincidence that he was in Oklahoma?

      Marble: No. I don’t.

      Me: I don’t even know where Silver City is.

      I do a quick search after I hit send.

      Silver City, Oklahoma

      Population: 6

      “Six people. Are you serious?”

      Marble: I can tell by your search history that you’re probably in shock right now by the town’s population.

      Me: Stalker much.

      But I’m grinning.

      Marble: Just doing my job.

      Me: The reason our relationship didn’t last in one sentence, ladies and gentlemen.

      Three dots appear and then disappear.

      Me: Before you get your cape in a twist, I’m only kidding.

      Mostly.

      Me: But I am wondering why Doc’s last known location was a town with six people.

      Marble: That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?

      Marble: Hate to cut this short, but I’ve got to run.

      He signs off before I can reply. Another reason our relationship didn’t last. He’s never around to finish anything.

      I do a new search on Silver City. There has to be something we’re missing. Why this town? Heck, why Oklahoma? But my search doesn’t turn up new information, so I close my laptop, tossing it to the side. I’m not going to find any answers tonight, so, for now, I’ll sleep until duty calls.
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      I’m awakened around three in the morning, the watch at my wrist buzzing nonstop. Turning on the light, I read the message.

      

      Armed burglary. Hero Assistance needed.

      

      An address pops across the screen, which means I have ten minutes to be there before I’m penalized. I dress quickly and go outside, flying to the location. Burglaries are one of my least favorite jobs to go on. Not because I’m scared, but because there’s usually an underlying reason for the theft. Don’t get me wrong – sometimes, it’s pure greed. This one is at a pharmacy, so it could go either way.

      I land, the tip of my boot just touching the ground, when I hear the police yelling.

      “Put your hands up! Now!”

      Knowing how some officers tend to be trigger happy, I rush  forward. There’s a younger male, maybe in his 20s, standing in front of the pharmacy, hands high in the air.

      His body shakes with sobs. “I didn’t do it. I swear. I was just walking by when the alarm went off.”

      One of the cops sneers. “Think that’s the first time we’ve heard that?”

      I move forward and say where everyone can hear me. “I’m Alpha. Sir, I’m going to move closer. Please, don’t make any sudden movements.”

      He nods, eyes still brimming. The same officer who got lippy lets out a sigh. His thought hits me like a brick.

      Fucking aliens. Why do they even bother bringing them in? We know what we’re doing!

      My jaw clenches, and it’s everything I can do not to beam him with my laser vision and sting the shit out of him. Prick.

      I reach the man and say in a low tone, “I’m going to look into your mind. See if what you’re saying is true or not.”

      He nods. “I’m innocent. I have nothing to hide.”

      Closing my eyes, I touch his mind and see his thoughts.

      He’s walking down the sidewalk, thinking about an upcoming test at school. There’s no one around, at least that he notices. He’s debating stopping by a nearby fast-food joint when he hears the alarm going off. His mom is a nurse and always told him to help wherever he can. He runs, thinking it’s a fire alarm. When he gets to the pharmacy, he finds the glass on the door has been smashed.

      Looking down, he sees a brick, but doesn’t touch it. He’s about to pull out his phone to call the cops, when the first officer arrives.

      Oh, look. It’s the prick.

      He tries to tell the officer that he’s innocent, but the cop won’t listen and calls for backup. The man feels fear. He’s heard stories of his friends dying like this, and, for the first time in his life, he thinks this might be the night he dies.

      I pull back, my hand shaking. This man shouldn’t have to live with this kind of fear. No one should!

      “Thank you for showing me the truth.” I turn to the prick and say, “He’s innocent.”

      “But-”

      “He. Is. Innocent.”

      The cop glares, thinking some more lovely thoughts about me, but I don’t give a shit. I’ve spoken and my word is final on these kinds of matters. If he doesn’t like it, he can take it up with the freaking President. And good luck with that, because he’s too busy tweeting and making more work for us.

      To one of the other officers, I say, “The brick used to break the glass is on the ground. It looks like there’s fingerprints on it.”

      The man asks, “I’m free to go?”

      “You are. I can escort you home, if you’d like?”

      He glances at the officers and nods. It’s sad that he doesn’t feel safe enough to walk away from this scene alone. We walk in silence, but his thoughts scream at me.

      He’s thankful I came along.

      He wants to call his mom and tell her he loves her.

      He wants things to be different.

      So do I.

      We reach his house and he says, “Thank you, Hero Alpha. You saved my ass tonight.”

      “No need to thank me. Just doing my job.”

      I wait on the sidewalk until he’s safely inside, before I take off into the air. As I fly, I hit the finish button on my watch, letting headquarters know my task is completed.

      

      Well done, Alpha. You completed this assignment in 15 minutes, total. Your next goal is to finish in under 10 minutes.

      

      I glare at the message on my watch and hit accept.

      The Uppers always want us to do better. Go faster. Be stronger. But, I guess it’s easy to want all those things when you sit behind a desk.

      I walk the streets, waiting for the next message. Since the government’s gotten involved, we are basically on call 24/7. I didn’t even have it this bad when I worked a normal job. As if to prove my point, my watch buzzes again.

      

      Hostage situation. Hero assistance needed.

      

      “Looks like tonight is going to be busy,” I mutter, as I shoot into the air.
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      By the time I get home, I’m exhausted. While we’re on call 24/7, there’s also a limit on how many assignments we can take on in one night. I met my limit at sixty in my area alone. It’s sad that Basics aren’t really that much safer, even with Heroes working around the clock to protect them. There’s always more violence somewhere and the occasional Villain causing trouble.

      I reach the door just as I feel someone touch my shoulder. When I glance around, I don’t see anyone, but I catch a whiff of clean linen.

      “Very funny, Trace.”

      There’s a deep laugh next to me. “Couldn’t help it.”

      I unlock the door and walk inside. A moment later the door closes.

      “Dang, Alpha. How long have you lived here?” The couch dips as Trace sits.

      I look around. “What’s wrong with my house?”

      “Nothing’s wrong with it. Just doesn’t look like anyone lives here.”

      I sit next to him on the couch, feeling the heat from his body.

      “I don’t want to decorate. Nothing to it.”

      But, that’s a lie, because there’s always more than meets the eye.

      Reader, please don’t think I’m one of those girls who likes to bitch about the good ole days, because I’m not. But – my apartment before the Changing was everything. It was small, but had personal touches that made it mine. Bookshelves full of romance novels. Knickknacks passed down from generation to generation in my family. Walls that I painted myself in colors that I loved.

      It’s all gone now, in case you’re wondering. The government tested every item in my apartment to see if some contaminant is what made me Change. When they didn’t find any answers, they burned it all, while I watched. Said the public would be at ease knowing nothing in my apartment caused the Changing. They didn’t let me take anything with me. Not even my clothes. So, I had to walk away from everything I loved naked. Yeah… not cool. There’s even a video of it on the net somewhere, thanks to some idiot.

      Want to know a secret? I’m glad I didn’t have a pet. I shudder to think what would have happened to it if I had.

      Trace touches my arm. “Sorry, Alpha. I didn’t mean to make you sad.”

      “What? You a psychic now?” I let out a small laugh to lighten the mood.

      “Or, I’ve known you long enough to know when you’re down.”

      “You know how Halloween is, Trace. Something always gets me down on this day.”

      “I almost forgot.” He sighs. “And technically it’s November first now.”

      “You used to love messing with people on Halloween. Remember the first one, after the Changing?”

      He smiles. “Yeah. Those were the good old days, when we could joke around without being punished.”

      He freaked out Basics and Heroes alike, touching their arms, or turning appliances on and off. He even had Marble convinced that the headquarters was haunted. Took a team with special laser lights to prove to Marble that it was just Trace. Doc laughed the hardest at that prank, I think.

      “Were you at the meeting tonight?”

      “Yes, I was in the back so no one tried to sit on me.” The again is unspoken.

      I sigh. “The rogue Hero is Doc.”

      “No way!”

      “I saw the proof myself.”

      “Shit.” The couch moves as he leans back. “I wonder what made him flip?”

      “That’s the real question, now isn’t it?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Trace is gone when I wake up. At least, I think he’s gone. One of the perks of being invisible, I guess. Unfortunately for him, invisibility is his only superpower, though it is one of the cooler powers to have. He can go where he pleases, mostly undetected. He hears and sees things that can help us, especially when we’re on a mission.

      “Trace?” I call out for good measure.

      I don’t feel his presence in the room, so I undress and pad to the bathroom. While I don’t mind if Trace sees me naked, I’d like to know he’s there before I strip.

      I’m almost finished showering when my watch buzzes.

      

      Greetings, Alpha. The council would like see you in one hour.

      

      “That’s not good,” I mutter as I turn off the water.

      I never know what to wear when I’m summoned. It’s daytime. Should I wear jeans and a nice top? The thought makes me snort as I grab my “professional” outfit. Each Hero is given two outfits by the government. Two. Not a stitch more. One for everyday use and one for special occasions. This isn’t special in my book, but the Uppers won’t agree.

      I sit on my bed, pulling on the white spandex tights that show off my toned legs. Next is the blue spandex leotard. Then the red cape, which, I’d like to point out, does absolutely nothing to help me fly. Last is my black boots, eye mask, and gloves. An All-American Hero. Yup, that’s me. All that’s missing is a cool title, like Captain. For the record, the government won’t give us titles. They don’t want Basics to think we have more power than they do – even though we technically do.

      My shoulder length blonde hair hangs freely. I went through a phase recently and cut most of it off. It’s just now getting to the point where I can pull it back into a ponytail if needed. The Uppers were outraged that I didn’t ask permission first. Said my hair was what made me relatable to the public. Good thing I didn’t do what I wanted and dye it purple and pink.

      I rush outside and zip into the sky. The morning air is cool on my skin as I fly toward DC. When I land Birdy is pacing, waiting for me. Birdy is literally a bird-woman. Think Big Bird meets a peppy college cheerleader. That’s Birdy in a nutshell - or eggshell.

      “Thank goodness you’re here. They’re waiting.”

      I glance at my watch. “I’m early.”

      “Not according to them.”

      We scan our retinas before entering the building.

      “How are the chicks?”

      She preens, her yellow and green feathers fluffing out. “Wonderful. I never knew I could love another person more than myself, but my babies taught me otherwise.”

      At least she’s honest.

      “Are they still at the facility?”

      That makes her frown. “Yes, but they say I’ll get to bring them home soon.”

      I hope, for her sake, that she’s right. That they’re not lying to her, like they’ve done to others. That those poor chicks aren’t going through the same testing we did. I’m not sure a baby chick could even handle those kinds of tests. The thought is too dark, so I shove it out of my mind.

      “How’s Blake handling everything?”

      Blake is Birdy’s very normal boyfriend.

      “Surprisingly well. He finished the mandatory classes at the facility.” She smiles. “I’m hoping they’ll let us get married by the end of the year. And then we’ll be one happy flock.”

      I don’t want to be the one to burst her bubble, so I smile and nod. Heroes and Basics aren’t supposed to interact socially. What it really boils down to is the Uppers and the government don’t want us to go off and have babies, or, in Birdy’s case, a nest full of half-human half-bird chicks that they don’t understand and can’t control. Hell, they barely even let us date now, which might contribute to my sour mood these days. Yeah, I’m saying it – I need to get laid.

      We reach the door and she says, “Find me when you’re done. We should grab lunch.”

      “Sure thing.”

      I go into the conference room. Marble’s at the head of the table, looking at his laptop. He’s scowling, which only makes him look sexier.

      Damn. I’ve got to stop lusting after my boss.

      Besides, been there, done that.

      I go to sit in a chair and Trace says, “This seat's taken.”

      “Sorry, Trace. I didn’t see you.”

      “Har-har. Like I haven’t heard that before.” But I can tell he’s smiling by the tone of his voice.

      Without looking up, Marble says, “If you wore the coat that was issued to you, people wouldn’t sit on you.”

      The glass of water on the table in front of Trace lifts into the air. It fogs over and then there’s an imprint of a middle finger on it.

      “Very mature,” Marble says.

      I grin. “I thought it was funny.”

      I take the seat next to Trace. We’re the only ones (I think) in the room. Not an Upper in sight, except for Marble.

      “Where’s the rest of the squad?”

      Marble replies, “We’re going to Skype them.”

      “Fancy.”

      I lean back in my chair, waiting. A hand settles on my thigh and I bite back a smile. When it moves higher, I reach out, stopping it.

      “Behave, Trace.”

      His breath hits my ear. “You’re no fun.”

      Marble clears his throat. “I’m about to join the meeting. Are you two ready?”

      Do I detect a jealous note to his voice?

      “Yes sir,” I say.

      At the same time Trace says, “Yup.”

      Marble joins the meeting and the Uppers stare back at us. Uh oh. They’re all there. All sixteen of them. And a few government representatives.

      Marble says, “Hero Alpha and Hero Trace are here. We may begin.”

      A pretty brunette stands. “My name is Lori Murphy-Powers. I’m representing the Associated Press today and will also be leading this meeting as a neutral third party.”

      Marble nods. “Thank you, Mrs. Murphy-Powers.”

      “Please, call me Lori.” She looks at her notepad. “Each of you have a copy of the briefing given to the President of the United States earlier today. He is worried that this may be a terrorist attack against the US.”

      Marble pushes two folders toward me and Trace.

      Trace’s paper lifts and he asks, “Pardon me, but how is a kidnapped congressman an act of terrorism?”

      Lori replies, “There has been another kidnapping. Senator Haas was reported missing today by his wife.”

      A slideshow starts, reminding me of the one done on Congressman Wrenly.

      Lori goes on as the slides start, “The Senator received numerous threats at his office last week after voting down a bill that would raise the minimum wage across the country.”

      Several photos flash across the screen of the people who sent the threats. They’re all Basics, which isn’t surprising, since the bill affected them and not us. I mean, that would mean we’d have to get paid for it to affect us. What a laughable thought – that we’d get paid to save people.

      “All of the threats have been investigated and we don’t believe they had anything to do with the kidnapping.”

      I ask, “Has a Hero been sent to investigate the household?”

      Mable replies, “Ink was sent. He reported back with similar findings as what you discovered in Oklahoma.” He goes on, “There’s another link to Oklahoma with the Senator. He was supposed to visit Congressman Wrenly this weekend, though no one is sure why. They weren’t friends. But, an email was sent from Senator Haas confirming the meeting.”

      I scroll through the rest of the notes in the folder. There’s not much info here. At all.

      I ask, “Why did you need Trace and me here for this meeting?”

      As far as I can tell, there’s nothing that we can tell them that they don’t already know.

      Marble says, “I’d like you to go to Senator Haas’ home and see if you notice anything.” Like Doc’s scent, he says telepathically.

      Isn’t that something Ink should’ve been able to tell?

      He doesn’t have the same connection to Doc that you do.

      That makes me snort.

      Say it like it is, Marble. I fucked Doc, so I have some magical ability to sense where he’s been.

      You said it, not me.

      I stand. “Where am I going this time?”

      The Uppers frown at my abruptness.

      Marble doesn’t miss a beat. “His address is on your watch.” To Trace he says, “We’d like you to go with Alpha.”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      I’m walking out of the door before anything else can be said to piss me off. When I get outside, I’m about to take off when a hand touches my arm.

      “Jeez, Alpha. Slow down. You know I can’t fly.”

      “Sorry, Trace. I just needed to get out of there.”

      “Why are you so mad? This is a pretty normal job for us.”

      I sigh. “Marble pissed me off.”

      “Ah.”

      He doesn’t say anything else making me feel like an even bigger idiot.

      “Put your hand on my arm so I can get a good grasp on you before we go.”

      His hand goes back to my arm, giving it a little squeeze.

      “Just remember he’s not the only Hero out there.”

      That makes me smile. “Thanks, Trace.”

      Grabbing onto his arm, I soar into the sky. Flying with another person took some getting used to, but I’d like to think I’ve got it down now. I mean, I haven’t dropped anyone in a long time, unlike some of the other Heroes. Now that’s a hell of a mess to clean up, literally and figuratively.

      Glancing at my watch, I see that we’re heading to Houston, Texas.

      “It’s strange that both of the kidnapped men have been from connecting states.”

      Trace replies, “Might be something worth looking into.”

      We land and I make sure to take the brunt of hitting the ground. Trace lets go of my hand as we walk toward the house. Just like Congressman Wrenly’s home, Senator Haas’ house is huge. There are no police cars in front, but there are several black SUVs.

      A man in a suit with dark glasses comes out. Secret Service, for sure.

      “Hero Alpha. Thank you for coming.”

      I reply, “Hero Trace is here, too.”

      The agent looks around as if he’ll be able to magically see Trace.

      “Right this way, please.”

      I follow him into the house. Mrs. Haas stands on the stairway, dabbing her eyes with a linen handkerchief.

      “Hello, Mrs. Haas. I’m Alpha.” I point to my side, even though I’m not sure Trace is there. “And this is Trace.”

      She frowns. “I didn’t know they were sending two of your kind.”

      Our kind. How freaking pleasant.

      I force another smile. “We’re doing everything we can to find your husband. Do you mind telling me what happened?”

      She opens her mouth and I dive right into her mind.

      

      Do you know who took your husband?

      No, but I’m not surprised this happened.

      Why?

      He doesn’t listen. He’s always playing the game in DC, thinking he’s untouchable.

      How so?

      Making deals without considering how it will affect people’s lives. Like the minimum wage bill. What would it have hurt for him to pass it?

      So you wanted the bill to pass?

      Yes. Before I married him, I was a waitress. I know how it feels to barely get by. He doesn’t. Never had to work a day in his life. That silver spoon is shoved so far up his ass, he doesn’t know what’s real anymore.

      Why was he meeting with Congressman Wrenly this weekend?

      I overheard him on the phone. Something about a new bill involving your kind.

      You keep saying that term. Why?

      Because that’s how it is. There’s my kind. And then there’s your kind.

      

      I pull back from her mind. “Thank you, Mrs. Haas. You’ve been helpful. Do you mind if I look around?”

      “Of course. But please don’t touch anything.”

      Good lord. She must be one of those Basics who think they can catch what we have. Some even wear face masks around us.

      I nod. “Of course, Mrs. Haas. We will keep our hands to ourselves.”

      Bitch.

      I look around the house, careful not to touch anything. The last thing I want is to get a reprimand from the Uppers for pissing off Mrs. Haas. It’s not unnoticed that one of the special agents follows me around. Probably waiting to see if I do something I’m not supposed to.

      Trace finds me on the second floor, in the master suite.

      He whispers loudly, “Dude, the Haas’ are freaks. There’s a legit sex dungeon in the basement. Whips. Chains. All that kinky stuff.”

      I turn from the window, my hand over my heart.

      “Shit. What is it, Alpha?”

      “Doc was here. In this room.”

      “Fuck. Are you sure?”

      As sure as the heart beating in my chest.

      I reply, “We need to tell Marble.”

      “Let’s go.”

      I fear this find will put a death warrant out on Doc’s head. And there’s not a damn thing I can do to save him.
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      “Are you certain?”

      “For the thousandth time, yes, I’m sure, Marble!”

      He runs his fingers through his dark hair. “Shit.”

      “Have there been any sightings of Doc?”

      His jaw tics. “No.”

      Trace asks, “How is that possible? I thought we were all microchipped.”

      Just like dogs, I’d like to point out.

      Marble’s left eye actually twitches. “Apparently, he’s found a way around it.”

      I say, “Mrs. Haas isn’t surprised her husband was kidnapped.”

      “Did she say that?”

      “She did in her mind. She wasn’t sure why he was meeting with Wrenly, but said she overheard him on the phone, talking about a new bill involving Heroes.”

      Marble shakes his head. “There’s not any new bills about Heroes.”

      Trace says, “Maybe they were drafting one. Might explain why Doc got involved.”

      Marble sighs and looks at his computer. I’ve known that look for a long time - he’s shutting down. Going cold on us.

      I ask, “Where is the last known location of Doc? Has anyone been there to investigate?”

      Marble replies, “No one has been sent. We’re trying to keep this under wraps. The less who know about it, the better. So far, you two and Ink are the only ones who know.”

      “You realize there’s a serious flaw in that plan, right? What if he talked to someone? There might be a Hero out there who knows something that can help us!”

      “I can’t do anything until it’s approved, Alpha.”

      “Of course. The infamous forms and approvals.”

      He cuts his eyes at me. “Alpha-”

      “Forget it, boss.” Standing, I ask, “Do you need anything else from me or am I free to go?”

      “No. Go.”

      Here’s the thing about Marble – he comes by his nickname honestly. Sure, his body is rock hard, but that’s not how he got the name. When he wants to, he completely shuts down his emotions and no one can get through to him. So, he’s all hard and cold on the outside, like marble – like he is right now.

      With a wave of my hand, I leave the center. What a fucking waste of time.

      I’m about to take off when Trace grabs my arm.

      “Damn, Alpha. Maybe I should wear my coat, so you don’t keep forgetting me.”

      “Sorry. I just needed to get out of there.”

      “I can tell.” There’s a pause. “You two should just bang. Get rid of the sexual tension hanging between you.”

      I laugh. Loudly. “Been there, done that.”

      “Look, you’re the type of girl that a guy doesn’t just get over. Believe me, I know.”

      That makes me feel bad for a split second, but then I remember Trace is the one who broke up with me, just like Marble. Dang. I’m starting to see a pattern here.

      “Trace, he was the one who didn’t want the relationship.”

      “I think you’re wrong. I think he did, but the Uppers forced him to break up with you.”

      There’s a flicker of hope that blooms in my chest.

      “Why on earth would you think that?”

      “Let’s just say I might have overheard something recently.”

      “That’s a bullshit answer.”

      He laughs. “Go to dinner with me and I might tell you all about it.”

      “Are you going to wear your coat?”

      He lets out a loud sigh. “I guess.”

      I’m the one who laughs this time. “Then, let’s go somewhere fun for dinner.”
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      Normally, we have to get approval from the Uppers to leave town, especially when it’s for leisure and not business. But I don’t care today. Today, I’m going to take a guy I used to date to Paris for dinner.

      “Okay, I’ve got my coat in my bag.”

      “Tell me again why I can’t see your bag?”

      He laughs. “Secrets of the trade.”

      “It’s in your butt isn’t it?” I hold up my hands. “Don’t answer that. I probably don’t want to know.”

      Reaching for him, I jump and take off.

      As we fly, I say, “It might get cooler as we get closer to Paris.”

      “Paris?” There’s shock in his voice. “Dang Alpha. I was thinking something closer to home, like McDonalds or something.”

      I laugh, flying faster. We zip through clouds, soaring over the Atlantic Ocean. Lightning flashes across the sky and I duck around the bolts. For some reason, this happens a lot. I’m not sure if it’s because there’s something inside of me that the lightning is drawn to, or if it’s because I’m the only thing in the sky.

      Trace says over the wind, “You’re probably pissing Zeus off by being up this high, so close to Olympus.”

      “If he has a problem with it, he can tell me to my face.”

      Thunder booms across the sky and a lightning bolt strikes right in front of me. Close enough that the heat from it makes my skin tingle.

      “Fuck you, old man,” I shout.

      “Alpha-” Trace warns.

      The wind picks up, but I simply laugh and go faster. The old Gods have a problem with us, since many of us share the same powers they do. We can fly, control the weather, change our appearances – everything that made the old fuckers so special a long time ago. But, from what I hear, they have bigger problems they should be worrying about. Like why all the old Goddesses are dying, being replaced with normal women.

      We finally reach Europe and I zone in on France. Before the Changing, France was always a place I wanted to travel to, but could never afford. Nope, I was too busy paying off my student loans and working long hours as a nurse. It took the Changing to finally be able to travel to places like this, even if just for work.

      I land near the Eiffel Tower, which is one of my favorite places to visit while I’m in town. It’s not busy, since it’s cold and rainy outside. That works in my favor, since I don’t technically have permission to be here. The last thing I want is for someone to snap a photo of me.

      Trace says, “I’m going to put my coat on. Please, don’t laugh at me.”

      “I won’t.”

      There’s nothing next to me and then there’s suddenly there’s a bright blue trench coat, formed to the shape of a very muscular Trace.

      The arm of the coat moves, touching the chest. “They took the khaki one away.”

      His tone is bleak and makes me sad.

      “Trace, you look great.”

      “I look like a fucking blue blob.” He sighs. “They’re really going for a theme these days with our outfits.”

      I look down at my own getup. “You’re not wrong.”

      “Remember when we could wear whatever we wanted, unless it was for official business?”

      “Yeah. Seems like a long time ago.”

      “I knew when they raided our homes and took all our clothes that those days were gone and over with.”

      “Is that why you walk around naked?” I’m grinning.

      “What can I say – I love the feel of the wind on my balls.”

      We both laugh. While he’s technically naked, he says there’s also a barrier that keeps him from getting too hot or cold. No one can explain it - it’s just how he is.

      “So, what are we eating?”

      “Do you want authentic Parisian food or something more mainstream?”

      He snorts. “You dragged me across the ocean. We better get something that can only be found here.”

      “I know just the place.”

      I take him to a family-owned restaurant that I found when I was on a mission with Doc. The owners don’t have anything against Heroes, and people won’t bug us while we eat, asking for photos.

      We enter and the one of the owners comes from behind the counter. “Alpha! What a surprise. I didn’t know you were in town.”

      I kiss each of her cheeks. “Leila, it’s so good to see you.”

      “And you’ve brought a friend.”

      She holds out her hand and Trace shakes it. If she’s freaked out, she hides it well.

      “Pleasure to meet you, ma’am. My name is Trace.”

      She says, “The pleasure is mine. Please, follow me. I have the perfect table for you.”

      There’re not many people in the restaurant, but she takes us to the private dining space. When she lights the candles on the table, I grin.

      “I’ll be back in a moment. Would you like red or white wine?”

      “You pick.”

      She smiles and leaves us.

      Trace says, “She’s nice.”

      “She is.” I laugh. “I think she thinks we’re on a date, though.”

      “Maybe we are.”

      “Oh? Then you should pull my chair out for me.”

      The chair next to me slides out. His breath hits the back of my neck as I sit, and I shiver.

      “See? This is totally a date.”

      “Really? Because I don’t recall you asking.”

      He sighs. “Damn. You’re right.”

      “Maybe next time, pal.”

      “Pal? Are you putting me in the friend zone?”

      I thought we were joking, but now I’m wondering if he’s serious.

      “Aren’t we already friends, Trace?”

      “Yeah. I guess.”

      Leila comes back with two glasses of red wine. “I’ll bring you an appetizer.”

      “Thank you.” I take a sip of wine and say to Trace, “You mentioned hearing something recently about why Marble broke up with me.”

      “Way to change the subject.” He pauses. “I’m not sure I should even tell you this.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’ll lose any chance I have at getting you to date me again.”

      “Trace, all you have to do is ask. I’d love to go on a date with you sometime. You just have to remember – nothing’s changed since last time. We’re both still going to be too busy to see each other.”

      Which is one of the reasons he broke up with me.

      “I get lonely,” he admits. “And we have fun together.”

      “We do, but I’m not sure that’s a good enough reason to date.”

      He sighs. “I was at headquarters a few months ago and overheard one of the Uppers talking to Marble. Marble was really angry about something, so I got closer to hear better.”

      I snort. “Of course.”

      “It’s a perk of the job. You’d do it if you could.” He goes on, “So I hear this Upper telling Marble he can’t contact you because he’s made so much progress getting over you.”

      I feel warm. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      His wine glass lifts as he takes a sip. “Marble told the Upper he didn’t understand why the two of you couldn’t be together. The Upper asked him if he needed a session at the facility and Marble walked off.”

      A session? That’s a pretty harsh threat.

      “When he was gone, the Upper called someone and said he didn’t think their hold on Marble was as solid as first thought.”

      “What in the heck does that mean?”

      His shoulders lift. “Your guess is as good as mine. But, my point remains – I don’t think he broke up with you because he didn’t want a relationship. I think they made him do it.”

      Leila, with her impeccable timing, arrives with our appetizers. When I look up to thank her, I’m overcome with a sense that something is very wrong.

      “What is it?”

      “Two Villains just walked in.” She swallows. “I don’t want any trouble here. Please.”

      The last word is a plea that punches me right in the gut.

      “Of course not. Is there a side door we can leave through?”

      “Yes. Down the hall, to the left.”

      I stand. “Thank you, Leila.”

      “There’s no need to thank me. I’m being a coward.”

      Trace says, “No, you’re doing just as you should. We don’t want you to be reprimanded for this.”

      And she will be, if we’re discovered here without the proper paperwork.

      “Please come back and see me the next time you’re in town.”

      I smile. “Always.”

      Trace stands. “Better put the coat away.” His coat is gone a moment later. “Let’s go.”

      When I step into the hallway, I can feel their presence right away and I shiver. The vibe they put off has always made me uneasy. It’s like a deep bass that throbs inside of your body. If you listen to it long enough, you fear you’ll be consumed by it. Maybe that’s what they want – maybe they want us to give in. And it’s so very tempting…

      Trace grabs my arm. “Did you hear a word I just said?”

      “Sorry. Say it again.”

      “I said these Villains are strong. Their pull is stronger than any I’ve ever felt.”

      I let out a sigh. “I thought it was just me.”

      “It’s like I can hear them calling out to me. We need to get out of here. Now.”

      He drags me behind him, which is probably a good thing, since my dang feet don’t want to work on their own. We step outside, and I know we’ve made a terrible mistake.

      “Well, well, well. What do we have here?”

      A man steps from the shadows, though he’s still shrouded in darkness, which, I’d like to point out, shouldn’t be possible. There’s something about him that seems familiar, but I can’t place my finger on it.

      His voice snakes into my mind. Forgotten me so easily? I’m wounded.

      “Who are you?”

      Why should I tell you that?

      I say, “We’re not looking for a fight.”

      But we are.

      “Why?”

      Do you really have to ask?

      My head feels like it’s spinning. “Stop talking in riddles.”

      He laughs and it sends goosebumps across my skin. I know that laugh. I’m shocked when I feel a surge of longing. It’s like he flipped a switch deep inside of me that leaves me aching everywhere for more.

      We’ll let you go. For now. We just wanted to remind you of something.

      “What?”

      You won’t be able to hide from us much longer. Be sure your people know that.

      Darkness licks at me and I bite back a moan of need. There’s a loud hiss as the air fills with thick smoke that makes me cough and gag. When it clears, the Villains are gone.

      Trace exclaims, “What in the fuck did they do?”

      “One of them was having a conversation with me. In my mind.”

      “Alpha, I was frozen in place and couldn’t hear a damn thing. The only reason I knew you were even talking was because I could see your mouth moving.” He lets out a shaky breath. “Whoever they are, they’re powerful.”

      Yeah. They are. The main one was able to dive right into my mind without even trying, and I’m pretty darn good at keeping people out. And I don’t even want to think about the whole lusty thing. Heroes and Villains don’t mix like that. Ever. So why in the fuck was I so attracted to him? Is it because I know him?

      Trace says, “I think we should get out of here.”

      “I agree. Let’s go.”

      Because I can’t shake the feeling that we’re still being watched. And that we’ve made a terrible mistake by coming to Paris.
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      We touch down at my house in Richmond and I know we’re in trouble. Marble stands in front of my door, arms crossed.

      Gah. Why does he look even hotter when he’s pissed?

      “Where in the fuck have the two of you been?” He holds up his hand. “No, don’t answer that. Do you know why? Because I’ve received numerous fucking complaints that Alpha was seen in Paris.”

      The air swirls around him, blowing dirt from my flowerbeds. Little bits hit me in the face and I put up a shield to protect me and Trace.

      Trace calls out, “Damn, Marble. We get the point. Stop blasting us with dirt that’s mixed with fertilizer. It’s gross!”

      Marble glares, but the wind dies down. “Both of you get in the house. Now.”

      I want to point out that he doesn’t have a key, but the door swings open, so maybe he doesn’t need one. Also, I make a mental note to change my freaking locks after he’s gone.

      Trace mutters, “Guess I’ll put my coat on for this ass whooping.”

      His coat appears a moment later. I’m surprised how close he is to me, as if he’s scared.

      Marble must think this, because he says, “Don’t hide behind Alpha, Trace. You went along with her plan, so you’re just as guilty as she is.”

      “How do you know it wasn’t his idea?”

      Marble glares. “Because you went to Leila’s restaurant.”

      Oh. Shit. He’s been there a few times… with me. Guess I didn’t think the whole Paris thing through very well.

      He goes on, “What in the fuck were the two of you thinking? We have a fucking Hero that just went Rogue and you think it’s a good idea to go across the ocean without approval?”

      When he says it like that, it sounds bad and kind of dumb on our end.

      “Marble, it wasn’t like that. We just needed to get away for a bit.”

      “There are forms for that.”

      “You know how long it takes for those to get approved,” I huff. “And what’s the big deal? We just went for dinner. We weren’t planning on taking an extended vacation.”

      “The big deal, Alpha, is we’re still not sure where Doc is. What if he would have gotten ahold of you?”

      I flinch and he notices.

      He spits out, “What?”

      “We had a run in with some Villains in Paris. They showed up at the restaurant, and when we went out a back door, they were waiting.”

      Trace shakes head. “Marble, I’ve never experienced anything like that since the Changing.”

      I shoot him a dirty look for using the official term. And also for being a tattletale.

      Marble turns to me, waiting.

      I sigh. “He’s not wrong – it was intense.”

      “Do you know who it was?”

      “No, but he seemed familiar.”

      “What did he say?”

      This is the part I really don’t want to say out loud. I haven’t had time to process it and I know it’s going to piss Marble off.

      “Alpha, if you don’t start talking, there’s a machine at the facility that can pull your thoughts.”

      My mouth gapes. “Jesus, Marble. You don’t have to be a dick about it.”

      “Yes. I do. This is my job.”

      I glare. “He said we won’t be able to hide from them much longer. He wanted you and the Uppers to know this.”

      I’m not even going to mention the lusty bit. Not while Marble looks like he’s going to rip my head off.

      Marble shakes his head. “What does that even mean?”

      Trace replies, “There’s something else. While the man was talking to Alpha, I was frozen in place and couldn’t hear anything.”

      Marble stares at me until I feel like squirming.

      I sigh. “And, he talked to me by jumping into my thoughts.”

      “That’s it.” He pulls out a phone, hitting a button. “This is Marble. I’m sending two Heroes to you to be fully evaluated.”

      My breath hitches in my throat. “Marble, please, don’t!” Anything but going back there!

      He won’t even meet my gaze as he says, “I have to, Alpha. You may have been compromised.”

      We follow him outside, because there’s no other option for us. We have to go or we’ll be locked away. I’m not sure which option is worse.

      Helicopter blades whoosh through the air, getting closer. That’s one thing about the Uppers and the treatment facility – they don’t waste time collecting us. Of course, they’re sadists and get off on torturing us, so it makes sense that they’re always ready to bring more of us in. Trace takes my hand into his, giving it a squeeze.

      A shield of calm settles over my body as the helicopter lowers. I learned this trick a long time ago. It won’t stop me from feeling pain, but it’ll help. At least the fuckers won’t know they’re getting to me.

      When Shock jumps out of the helicopter, my knees almost give in. But I won’t give her the satisfaction.

      “Alpha,” she purrs. “Long time, no see.”

      “Yeah, that’s kind of on purpose.”

      She lifts her hand and electric current licks at my skin.

      I say, “Improper use of power? I’m shocked, Shock.”

      “I’ve been given clearance to bring you in, no matter what. I think they’ll understand if you get zapped a time or two.”

      Marble says, “Shock, there’s no need to threaten them. They’ll both go willingly, won’t you?”

      There’s another jolt on my skin and the corners of her lips lift.

      Bitch.

      I say, “Of course there won’t be any problems.”

      I push past her as I go toward the helicopter, but she stops me.

      “Oh no, Alpha. They want you in cuffs, so you can’t try anything. You know, until we know you’re not one of the bad guys.”

      Marble asks, “Is that really necessary?”

      She nods. “Just following orders.”

      She holds up her watch, so he can read it, and he frowns. Guess she’s not lying.

      Gritting my teeth, I hold out my wrists. She slaps on the metal cuffs, making sure they’re tight. The metal bites into my skin, but it doesn’t hurt as much as the jolts of electricity she keeps shooting at me.

      This bitch better watch herself.

      Trace asks, “What about me?”

      “The orders were just for Alpha.”

      Marble opens his mouth to speak, but I glare at him, shooting a thought his way.

      Don’t act like you care what happens to me, Marble. You’re the one who called them. Remember?

      I don’t give him a chance to reply, and go to the helicopter. Shock doesn’t attempt to help me in, not that I expected her to, but Trace does. The helicopter lifts into the air before I’m buckled.

      Shock sits across from me, smirking, as we fly across the sky.

      “What?”

      “Just enjoying this moment. I’ve waited a long time for this day.”

      Shock’s never liked me. It ironically started at the treatment facility when I learned to use my powers first. She couldn’t stand all the praise that I got. When I was promoted, she was pissed. And then to find out that her posting was at the facility, well, that sealed her hatred for me, as if it was even my fault.

      I roll my eyes. “Sounds like you need a life, Shock.”

      She jabs me with a burst of electricity and air hisses from my lips. I want to double over in pain, but I’ll be damned if I’ll give her the satisfaction.

      “Careful, Shock. Or, I’ll file a complaint against you.”

      “As if they’d believe you.” She leans forward. “Want to know a secret? They were thrilled when Marble called you in.”

      She knows something.

      “Oh yeah?”

      I shove into her mind. She flinches, but continues talking. She doesn’t even know what’s happened. That the problem with Heroes who only have one power – they don’t stop and think before opening their fucking mouths. Because I’m full of surprises.

      

      Why were they thrilled that I was called in?

      They’ve been watching you for a while.

      Why?

      I’m not sure.

      Think harder.

      

      I push deeper into her mind, where thoughts of her past dance around. I shove through them all, until I get to her time at the facility. Wow. This bitch loves abusing her powers. Her last appointment was with a child Hero. I push past that thought, to when she’s walking down a hallway and the Uppers call her over.

      

      What did they say to you here?

      They told me to bring you in. In cuffs.

      Why in cuffs?

      They think your powers are changing. That they won’t be able to control you.

      What makes them think this?

      I’m not sure. It has something to do with Doc.

      Do they think I have something to do with Doc’s disappearance?

      Yes. No. I don’t know.

      

      I imagine my hands wrapping around her tiny brain, squeezing. She lets out an audible moan.

      

      Tell me what you do know.

      They’re going to keep you locked up until they get answers.

      

      Icy fear runs through my veins. I know she’s not lying, either. If I go back to the facility, they’ll keep me locked up until they’re sure I don’t know anything about Doc, which I don’t. They’ll also discover my powers are changing. And then they’ll want to know why. Hell, I don’t even know why! But they won’t stop until they get answers, even if it means I die.

      

      You’re going to uncuff me, say this was a mistake, and let me and Trace go.

      I can’t do that. They’ll punish me if-

      

      I wrap my fingers around her thoughts until I feel her body quivering.

      

      I said, you’re going to uncuff me. And. Let. Us. Go. This was all just a mistake.

      Yes, that’s what I’m going to do.

      

      I pull out of her mind. She’s leaning forward, her head almost on my lap. I, on the other hand, am full of energy and an overwhelming sense of power courses through my veins.

      “Did you say something, Shock?”

      She looks up, eyes watery with unshed tears. “This is a mistake. I’m so sorry.” Reaching into her pocket, she pulls out a key and unlocks the cuffs. “You can go.”

      Trace asks, “Uh, are you sure?”

      “Yes. As I said, this was a mistake.”

      I smile. “Thank you, Shock. No need to take us back to my house. I can get us there.”

      Reaching out, I grab Trace’s arm before she changes her mind. As I jump from the helicopter, I send one final thought.

      

      You should jump, Shock. Jump right now and see if you can fly.

      Okay. I think I will.
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        * * *

      

      I fly away, with no destination in mind. Shock’s screams fill the air as we leave, but I don’t even look back. The further I get from the helicopter, the more I realize I’ve made a terrible mistake. And that sense of power I felt moments ago has turned into icy fear.

      I land in the middle of nowhere, in a field, inhaling deeply.

      Trace grabs me by the shoulders, shaking. “What in the fuck did you do, Alpha?”

      “I – I don’t know.”

      “You were talking to her and then all of a sudden she started jerking around. Neither of you listened when I asked what was wrong.”

      I pull from his grasp, rubbing my aching head. The high I felt moments ago is totally gone. Now, fear creeps into my veins.

      “Alpha, this is bad. She fucking jumped out of the helicopter after we did. No one is going to believe that’s a coincidence!” He runs his fingers through his hair. “We need to call Marble.”

      “No!”

      “Give me one good reason!”

      “Shock said they were going to keep me at the facility, Trace! That this was just a ploy to get me there.”

      “How would she know that?”

      “I saw it in her fucking mind!”

      He freezes. “You’re not supposed to be able to do that.”

      “I know I’m not.”

      “Prove it.” He puts his hands on his hips, which is comical since all I can see is his coat, and prepares himself for whatever is about to happen.

      “Fine!”

      My hands shake. What if I hurt him like I hurt Shock? My fingertips tingle, and I shake the feeling aside. I won’t hurt Trace. He’s my friend.

      I say, “You won’t feel a thing.”

      “We’ll see about that. I mean I’m-”

      While he rattles on, I jump into his thoughts. He’s not going to believe me unless I find something that only he knows. Each person’s mind is different. Some have jumbled thoughts, but others, like Trace, have their thoughts tucked away into nice little boxes. It’s like flipping pages in a book. The only difference is where Trace’s body should be in his thoughts is replaced by a dark shadow, like he can’t even see himself.

      I go back to when we were dating and watch his thoughts when he broke up with me. Dang. He only broke up with me because he thought that’s what I wanted. I’ll have to tell him that he was wrong. But, that’s not concrete proof. I find his memories from the Changing. Again, nothing I don’t already know.

      Trace has never talked about his childhood, and, right away, I see why. His mother was physically abusive, hurting him until he finally went to live with his aunt.

      Pulling back, I say, “I’m so sorry your mother did that to you. But I’m glad your aunt took you in.”

      “How did you know about my mother?”

      “Trace, you already know. I saw it in your mind.”

      “No. That’s not possible.”

      “And yet it is.”

      He takes a step away from me this time, and I try not to be offended.

      I go on, “I also saw why you broke up with me. Why did you think that’s what I wanted?”

      “Because you talk in your sleep.” At my look, he goes on, “You called out Marble’s name one night. I knew I’d always be second in your eyes.”

      Well, now I feel like the world’s biggest asshole.

      “Trace-”

      I stop talking as the watch on my wrist begins buzzing. And then Trace’s watch buzzes.

      He says, “It’s Marble. He wants us in DC. Now.”

      “I can’t go back.”

      “You have to. Where else are you going to go?”

      He’s right – As much as I wish it wasn’t the case, I don’t have any other options.

      “Fine. Let’s go.”
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      My stomach churns as I fly back to DC. I try not to think about what’s going to happen when I get there. Hell, I think I know what’s going to happen, I just don’t want to admit it to myself. The Washington Monument comes into sight as I get closer. I’ve always liked this monument, but tonight it just reminds me of how truly fucked I am.

      I land and let go of Trace.

      “You should stay away from me. They might have cattle prods.”

      One of the most trusted methods at the treatment facility.

      “Screw that. We’re in this together, Alpha.”

      Ahead, I see Marble and several Uppers. They don’t make any moves to come to us, so we keep walking. I’m not naïve – they have eyes on us. And probably weapons, too. Maybe even other Heroes.

      When we reach them, Marble asks, “What in the hell happened up there?”

      “Shock said there’d been a mistake,” Trace replies. “Said we could leave, so we did.” Just go with it, he says to me.

      I nod. “That’s what happened.”

      “And neither of you know why Shock jumped out of the helicopter?”

      “No.” I pause. “She acted strange after we took off. Kept shocking me without reason.”

      The Uppers exchange glances, having their own silent conversation. I’ve never tried to look into their minds. Maybe I should. I keep talking about Shock while I try to dive into their thoughts. They’re too strong, though, or have some kind of shield in place, because I get nothing and it feels like I’ve run headfirst into a brick wall when I pull back.

      One of the Uppers turns to me. “Did you notice anything else that was odd?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      Another Upper comes forward and says, “Take my hand.”

      I remember him from the treatment facility. His gift was reading people’s minds by touching them. No one could hide their thoughts from him, no matter how hard they tried. He was always nice, though, more so than some of the others.

      Back then we were on level playing fields. Now, I don’t trust him further than I can throw him. My fingertips tingle and the warmth spreads around my body, faster than it ever has before. Is he going to feel the heat when I touch him?

      “Hero Alpha, we don’t have all day.”

      Reaching out, I put my palms on top of his. His eyes close and I literally feel him come inside of my mind. He doesn’t ask questions, instead he searches on his own. When my eyes close, I see everything that he does. He’s kind and doesn’t go to a time before the Changing, but focuses on the last year. As he looks, I realize he’s not seeing some very important bits of information. Like my ever-changing powers.

      Something deep inside of me urges me to act. Pushing past my own thoughts, I search for his. Maybe it’s because he’s in my mind and that leaves him weak, or maybe it’s something else.

      

      Why is the Council so interested in me?

      Because you were the first. There are things about you that we’ve never understood.

      Like what?

      You have more powers than other Heroes. You’re also not affected by the same methods they are.

      What methods?

      Mind control. We can place a thought into a Hero’s mind, making him or her think or do something. They never even know it’s happening.

      

      Well, that sounds familiar – it’s like what I did to Shock tonight.

      

      Are you trying to put a thought into my mind right now?

      Yes. We want you to agree to come to Headquarters for an extended stay. Say you need a break. Make it sound like it’s your own idea so Marble doesn’t worry.

      That’s not going to happen.

      It will, one way or another.

      

      My skin tingles again and I decide to take a risk. Hell, what’s to lose at this point?

      

      Your original idea is bad. You now think I should stay at my house, under house arrest. I’ll still act like it’s my idea. You’ll have me do this for a few days and then say I’m not a threat. You’ll also make the others think this was their idea, too.

      

      He starts to pull away, so I push this new thought harder. But, I’m losing my grasp on him, so I pull out of his mind at the same time he leaves mine. Gasping, I open my eyes.

      Everyone stares at us, and I realize how close we’ve gotten. It’s like we’re like two breaths away from kissing. I’m the first to step back, but he’s the one with flushed cheeks. Marble meets my gaze, his jaw ticking. Oh my god, he’s jealous. Again!

      The Upper turns to the other Uppers, nodding. “She’s telling the truth about Hero Shock.”

      They look at me, waiting. Oh, shit. This is a test. They want to see if he was able to plant a thought into my mind.

      I say, “I’ve been thinking. Maybe I need a break.”

      One of them actually smiles. Creepy fucker.

      “I was thinking – maybe I can have a few days off? Spend some time at home and just recoup.”

      All of the Uppers freeze, except for the one who was in my mind.

      He nods. “We can arrange this, with a few exceptions.”

      “Oh? Such as?”

      “We would want to monitor you while you’re off work. Make sure nothing happens.”

      I act offended. “You’re putting me under house arrest?”

      “Yes.”

      I sigh. “Fine. I accept those terms.”

      “You are to stay in your house at all times. Marble will assign Heroes to check in on you daily. Hold out your arm.”

      I do, and he touches my watch until it beeps three times.

      “We will know if you leave, Hero Alpha.”

      “I promise I won’t.”

      He says to the others, “Let us return to our homes.”

      They’re whispering to each other as they leave. When they’re gone, I turn to Marble.

      “I’d like to go home now.”

      He shuts down, right in front of me, and nods. “Okay. Trace, can you take her? I need to make a call.”

      “Uh, sure, boss.”

      I lead the way from the building, trying not to shake. I’m feeling drained and full of energy at the same time. How is any of this possible? How was I able to stop him from seeing my thoughts and, at the same time, push thoughts into his mind? Will he be able to make the other Uppers think this was their idea? So many questions!

      Trace touches my arm and says in a low tone, “Keep it together until we get home.”

      I nod and take ahold of his arm. When I fly, I go faster than I’ve ever gone before. We reach my house two minutes later. Two literal minutes.

      After we land, Trace pulls from my grasp and retches in the bushes.

      “Are you okay?”

      He turns, wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his coat. “No, I’m not okay! Alpha, what in the hell is going on with you?”

      “I’m not sure, Trace.”

      “I can’t even wrap my mind around everything that’s happened today. The Villains. Shock. You.”

      It is a lot to take in.

      Sighing, I go to my door and unlock it. When I step inside, I can tell right away that someone’s tampered with my stuff. The electric currents from the software buzzes in the air, giving their location away. I glance casually around, spotting at least four hidden cameras. Marble did this. His scent is everywhere. It soothes and torments me at the same time.

      Gritting my teeth, I move around my house and find a total of thirty-six cameras. The only place that doesn’t have a camera is the freaking bathroom. Trace follows me, not making a sound.

      I turn to him in the bedroom. “Remember that thing we did earlier. Can we try it again? This time in the bathroom?”

      “Sure. Only if I get to be on the bottom.”

      Laughing, I lead him to the bathroom closing the door behind us. The water turns on in in the shower, filling the room with steam.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Marble bugged the house. There are cameras everywhere, but here. I’m assuming that means he can hear us, too.”

      “Shit. He doesn’t waste time.”

      “Obviously.”

      He sighs. “Alpha, I’ve got to say – I don’t know what to do here. I know I should report everything that’s happened, but I also think there’s more going on than meets the eye. Like, why are the Uppers so hell bent on getting you to the treatment facility?”

      I put the toilet lid down and sit. “The Upper that looked into my mind didn’t see anything that happened tonight.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “Because I saw everything he saw.” I moisten my lips. “He only looked back a year ago. I’m not sure what he was after. And then I was able to dive into his mind.”

      “I’m assuming that has something to do with the house arrest?”

      “Yes. He said they planted thoughts and ideas into other Heroes minds. I was supposed to say I wanted to go back to the treatment facility for a vacation.” I snort. “Can you believe that?”

      “Alpha, this doesn’t make sense.”

      “He said they never understood me and they wanted answers. I think if I go back to the facility, I’ll end up dead. They won’t stop running tests until they find what they’re looking for.”

      “But you’re an open book. We all are.”

      “I’m not. Not anymore.” I sigh. “Trace, something’s happening inside of me. You’ve seen it for yourself. And if they know this, then it’s over.”

      “Is there anyone who can help?”

      “The ironic thing is Doc would’ve been able to help.”

      He was a surgeon before the Changing. After, he was like a walking hospital, but with superpowers that made him invaluable.

      “Damn. So what are you going to do?”

      “Stay under house arrest until they say I’m free to go.”

      “And after that?”

      I stand. “There’s only one solution – I have to go to the last place Doc was seen and find him.”

      Because I think he might be the only one I can trust to help me without a motive.
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      Being under house arrest is kind of nice, for, like, half a day. No annoying alerts in the middle of the night. And, I got to sleep in this morning until ten. I can’t remember the last time I’ve been able to do that. I even found a way to disable most of the cameras in the house. Who knew my laser vision would come in handy? But, by dinner, I feel like I’m going stir crazy. It’d be different if I could go outside, but I can’t.

      I’m debating which food delivery app to use when my doorbell rings. Opening the door, I find Ink.

      “Ink!” I hug him. “Were you sent to babysit me?”

      He looks tired, but nods. “Mind if I come in?”

      “Do you even have to ask?”

      I step aside so he can enter. He drops a bag by the door and goes to the living room. Guess he’s staying the night then.

      “We the only ones here?” At my look he smiles. “I heard Trace’s been spending a good bit of time with you.”

      “Jeez. Are we in high school? Is this the telephone line?”

      He laughs. “Your age is showing, Al. No one calls them telephones.”

      I snort. “I’m only thirty.”

      Well, technically, I guess I’m thirty-three now. But, we stop aging after the Changing. Thank god my body is still rocking. Some of the other Heroes weren’t as lucky, like Menopause Molly. She’s forever stuck in a body going through menopause. I won’t even tell you what her superpower is – you wouldn’t be able to handle it.

      “I know, baby girl, but kids these days know them as cells or phones.”

      “Kids these days? Now whose age is showing?”

      He sits on the couch, stretching his long legs. “I guess mine.”

      Sitting next to him, I ask, “You sure everything is okay?”

      He just seems… down.

      “Like I said, I’m just tired.” He grabs the remote. “But babysitting you should be easy, right?”

      “Sure.”

      He flips channels, settling on professional wrestling show.

      I laugh. “Didn’t peg you as a wrestling fan.”

      He grins. “Guilty.”

      Leaning back, I watch the program with him.

      At one point I say, “This is basically a soap opera for men.”

      “Not arguing there.”

      I ask, “Which one is your favorite?”

      He spouts off a name and says, “He’s taking some time off, though. He recently got married. His new bride used to be a fan.”

      “Sounds fake.”

      “It’s not. They met at an autograph signing. It’s kind of romantic.”

      I shake my head. “You need another hobby, my friend.”

      “Whatever. Is there any food? I’m hungry.”

      “We’ll have to order. What are you in the mood for?”

      We go back and forth, finally settling on pizza and hot wings.

      “Got any beer?”

      “You know it.”

      After the food is delivered, we veg out on the floor, watching some of my favorite movies, since I’m the one under house arrest. He pouts for a bit, but finally perks up when I say he can pick the next movie.

      “I still don’t get how this is romantic. She’s a hooker. He’s paying her to be at his beck and call. That’s not love.”

      I wag a finger at him. “Because, at the end, he rescues her and she rescues him right back.”

      “Lord Jesus, help me now.”

      I laugh. “Let’s see what gem you pick out.”

      “I have a hankering for some Speed.”

      “I really hope you mean the Keanu Reeves movie. Keanu is my man and that movie is everything.”

      “Glad we can agree on one thing. Speed might be the best film ever made.” He grins, “I’m glad you’re cool with it. I was about to call Marble and tell him I can’t suffer through this torture if you picked another chick flick.”

      “I’m sure he has a list of people waiting to babysit me.”

      Ink turns toward me. “About that – what happened? Marble didn’t give me very much information, other than your butt is supposed to stay here until he says otherwise.”

      “It’s a very long story.”

      He glances at his watch. “We have time.”

      I’ve known Ink for a long time. More importantly, he’s someone I trust. So, I tell him everything, not holding anything back. I tell him the good and the bad.

      “Damn.” He says when I’m finished. “Al, I don’t know what to say. You’re certain you don’t want to tell Marble?”

      “You know how he is.”

      “The guy doesn’t seem to react the best when you’re involved, either.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He grins. “Did you know he told all the other male Heroes you were off limits after the two of you broke up? Trace is the only one brave enough or dumb enough to go against him and ask you out.”

      I’m sure my mouth is hanging open. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “Scout’s honor.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Because he can’t stand the thought of you being with someone else.”

      I sputter, “But he’s dating someone.”

      “Was dating. They broke up.” He takes a sip of beer. “But now he’s single and ready to mingle, it would seem.”

      “Then why in the fuck did he tell the Uppers I needed to go to the treatment facility?”

      “You know how that boy is. He’s going to play by the rules, even if he doesn’t want to. The Uppers should be glad he’s such a stickler for the rules.”

      “Why?”

      “Because, without them, he’d be the greatest Villain they’ve ever seen.”

      Marble as a Villain? The thought is laughable.

      Until I really think about it.

      Oh shit.

      Ink nods. “The government knew what they were doing, Al. Nothing is by chance. And, if they want you at the treatment facility, you’ll end up there one way or another.”

      My good mood disappears. He’s right. The government picked Marble to be in charge. The position also puts him within their reach at all times. While he’s tasked with knowing where the other Heroes are, who’s watching him? Hell, he didn’t even have a choice in who ended up on his council – they picked each and every Hero. And now the Uppers - and presumably the government – want me back at the treatment facility at the same time my powers are changing.

      I say to Ink, “I think I’m in trouble.”

      “I’d say so, baby girl.”
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      We spend the rest of the night talking about any and everything other than Marble, which is for the best. I need time to process everything, and that’s not going to happen until I’m allowed to go off somewhere high in the sky, without a babysitter.

      “I’ve been dying to ask – are you and Trace dating again?”

      But, apparently I’m not going to get away from my relationship status tonight.

      “I guess our dinner in Paris was technically a date, but it’s nothing serious. Why?”

      “Because we’ve had some good times. Maybe we should give it a try.”

      I smile. “I’d like that.”

      I mean it, too. We have had good times, though we’ve never tried more than fooling around. Maybe dating him is just what I need?

      “I think we should wait until this is all cleared up, though. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us to start something when I’m not sure what’s going to happen tomorrow.”

      “I agree.” He sighs. “Ever think about how it used to be?”

      I play dumb. “No.”

      But I do. All the time.

      “I mostly miss just being able to go somewhere without filling out forms.” He laughs. “I’m surprised they don’t have us fill out forms to take a shit.”

      That makes me smile. “The forms are getting out of hand.”

      “You know why they’re doing it, don’t you?”

      “Why?”

      “They think they’re losing control over us. Think if they can track our every move that they can stop us before we break away.”

      It makes sense in a strange way, especially considering everything that’s happened these past few days.

      “They have to see the flaws in their plan.”

      “You know the government doesn’t take responsibility for anything, unless it’s a success.”

      He becomes silent, looking down into his drink.

      “Know what I think about most these days?”

      My senses are already screaming his thoughts at me, but I give him the courtesy of saying it himself.

      “I think about how nice it would be to just go off and forget all of this. To live like a fucking human. Not the way the government thinks we should live.”

      I touch his hand. “Ink-”

      “I should go. I’m not going to be good company, and I don’t want you to catch shit for my bad thoughts.” He stands. “It’s close enough to dawn. I’m sure Marble won’t be too angry if I take off a bit early.”

      When he gets to the door, he stops. There’s a haunted look in his eyes that scares me.

      “Thank you, Alpha.”

      “For what?”

      “For always being there.”

      After he’s gone, I sit in the same spot for hours. He didn’t mean anything he said. He’s just tired. We all are. But I can’t shake the feeling that this time is different. And that I’ve failed him on this night.
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      Marble surprises me by knocking on the door around nine in the morning. I let him in, trying not to let my fear show. It’s been several hours since Ink left. I want to ask Marble if he’s heard from him, but I don’t.

      Marble looks around. “Where’s Ink?”

      So, he hasn’t heard from him.

      “You just missed him,” I lie.

      Damn. I’m getting good at this. Too good.

      Marble sits on the couch. “The Uppers said your house arrest ends tomorrow.”

      I freeze. “They do realize what tomorrow is, right?”

      He won’t meet my gaze. “They do.”

      “Whose idea was it?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Yes. It does.

      “I guess not.”

      “Per protocol, you’ll still have to stay in tomorrow night, though. Just in case.”

      Just in case I suddenly get new powers on the Changing Day. Too bad that’s already happening as we speak.

      I reply, “I figured.”

      He looks like he wants to say something else, but gets up.

      “Well, I better get back. We’re having another meeting today about Doc.”

      “Any news?”

      He shakes his head. “We’ll find him, though. Not like he can hide forever.”

      When he’s gone, I call Trace. “Can you come over? I need your help.”
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      “Ink left? And you let him?”

      “I know, Trace. I’m a horrible person.”

      The couch moves as Trace stands. “I’ll see if I hear anything at headquarters. It’s been busy around there today. Maybe someone knows something.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “What can I do? I’m under house arrest until tomorrow.”

      He asks, “Is there anyone who is close to Ink?”

      “Not that I can think of. He tends to stay to himself, like most of us.”

      Trace sighs. “I’m starting to see a pattern here. First Doc. And now Ink? Who’s next?”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      He touches my arm. “I’ll be in touch. Try not to worry.”

      But, that’s like telling water not to run downhill. It goes against everything in my nature. So, I deep clean my house. I’m an organized person, but I have one closet that I allow to pile up with odds and ends. When the mood strikes, I declutter it, which takes hours. I love every minute of it. It used to be worse (or better, depending on how you look at it) when I had personal knick-knacks. I’d spend an entire day polishing them and rearranging them.

      My phone rings, so I grab it. Trace’s name flashes across the screen.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey. I don’t have long. I haven’t heard anything about Ink, but your name’s come up a few times.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      “I’m not sure.” His voice lowers. “Some of the Uppers don’t understand why you aren’t at the treatment facility yet.”

      Ugh. That’s not good.

      “Anything else?”

      “No. I’ll let you know, though. Bye.”

      He ends the call before I can reply.

      It’s really starting to bother me that the Uppers want me at the facility so bad. What if I’m not the only one with powers that are changing? What if theirs are changing, too, and they want to test them out on me? The thought really freaks me out. And there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.

      My good mood gone; I sigh.

      One more day of house arrest. And then I’m going to get answers. One way or another.
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      I wake up feeling it deep in my soul.

      Today is November 5th.

      The Changing Day.

      Three years ago, I woke up and knew something was horribly wrong inside of my body. No one believed me, until I shot laser beams from my eyes and heard people’s thoughts. And then all hell broke loose. You better believe they believed me then.

      Little story - When I was in college, the movie V is for Vendetta was hugely popular. I didn’t care much for the film, but I do remember Hugo Weaving spouting off the famous quote about Gunpowder Treason Day.

      “Remember, remember the fifth of November

      Gunpowder, treason, and plot

      I see no reason why gunpowder treason

      Should ever be forgot.”

      Now, November 5th is remembered for something entirely different than Guy Fawkes and his attempt to overthrow the King of England.

      My watch buzzes and I groan.

      “Not today,” I moan.

      

      Greetings Alpha. You’re needed at headquarters no later than 8am.

      

      I glance at the clock. Thirty minutes. They’re giving me thirty freaking minutes. But I know better than to go against them.

      Grumbling, I get out of bed and go to the bathroom. There’s not enough time to shower, so I spray dry shampoo in my hair and pull it into a ponytail. They’ll say I look sloppy, especially coming off house arrest, but that’s on them.

      I make it to headquarters, with two minutes to spare. Knuckles is there, too, wearing her formal uniform.

      I look down at mine. Shit.

      “Long night?”

      I shake my head. “You don’t even want to know.”

      “Maybe they won’t notice.”

      We grin at each other, going inside. Tick and Tock meet, worried expressions on their faces.

      “What is it?”

      Tock says, “There’s two more missing government officials.”

      “Who is it?”

      He spouts off two names that don’t ring a bell. As he talks, I can’t help but wonder if Doc is behind this, too. And what about Ink? Could he have helped since there were two disappearances?

      Tick tugs my sleeve. “Did you hear what we said?”

      “Sorry. Say it again.”

      Tick sighs loudly. “We said that on top of everything else, Ink is missing, too.”

      Tock nods. “That’s why Marble wants to talk to you.”

      Fuck!

      Knuckles asks, “Why am I here?”

      “The Uppers need you to open something.”

      Her eyebrows lift. “That’s it? This better not be another jar with a tight lid!” To me, she says, “I swear to god, they treat me like a freaking can opener.”

      But she follows Tick and Tock in a different direction. I head toward Marble’s office, knocking on the door when I get there. He’s on the phone, but motions me in.

      “Yes, we understand how this looks. Yes, sir, we’ll clean this up before the Basics notice.”

      He ends the call, tossing his phone on the desk with a sigh.

      “Everything okay?”

      “No. I’ve got two Rogue Heroes and four missing government officials. Needless to say, the Uppers aren’t happy right now.”

      I sit. “Ink?”

      “Yeah.” He sits in his chair, leaning back. “Did he say anything the other day before he left?”

      I nod once.

      “Fuck, Alpha. Why didn’t you say something?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t think he meant anything. He was just tired.”

      He rubs his temples. “Start from the beginning.”

      So, I do.

      When I finish, he closes his eyes, cursing under his breath.

      “You should go home. Don’t go anywhere, either, until I figure this out.”

      “Are you really mad at me?”

      He stands. “It’s better if we don’t speak much for a while, Alpha. There are going to be questions and I fear you’re the only one who can answer them.”

      He’s talking about the treatment facility again.

      I stand, too, and ask, “Why are you so hell bent on sending me back to that fucking place?”

      My voice cracks and he has the decency to look ashamed.

      “You know what they did to me there. Hell, they did it to you, too.”

      But that’s a lie. The government went after me the hardest because I was the only test subject they had for weeks before others stepped forward. Well, they didn’t step forward – they were turned in, like criminals.

      Marble says, “It’s for the good of everyone, Alpha.”

      Not for the good of me.

      That says a lot, doesn’t it?

      “Goodbye, Marble.”

      It takes every ounce of restraint I have not to beam him with a stinging laser before I leave. That would only get me in more trouble, so I won’t even enjoy it. Tick and Tock call my name, but I ignore them.

      Knuckles meets me at the door, frowning.

      “Are you okay?”

      She replies, “I think I’m supposed to ask you that.”

      “What did the Uppers want?”

      “They literally wanted me to break open a rock for them.”

      “A… rock?”

      She nods. “Yeah.”

      “Um. Why?”

      “I have no idea. They seemed irritated after I broke it open and told me to leave.” She eyes me. “What about you?”

      “Ink’s missing. And Marble’s pissed that I kind of knew about it last night and didn’t say anything.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t think he was going to run off. He just said he was tired.”

      She lets out her breath. “Man. First Doc and now Ink?”

      “I’m worried about them. If the Uppers find them, there’s no telling what they’ll do.”

      “That’s no lie. They’re all on edge. I’ve never seen them like this before, and I don’t think it even has anything to do with what today is.”

      I glance around, making sure we’re alone on the street. “I’m worried, too. They’ve tried twice in the past few days to get me back at the treatment facility.”

      She gasps. “Why would they do that? And is Marble really going along with it?”

      “He’s the one who suggested it.”

      “Damn girl. Maybe it’s a good thing you’re not dating him.”

      “I’ve thought that a few times myself.”

      The truth is it hurts that he’s turning into one of them.

      I sigh. “I better get home. I don’t want to piss off anyone else.”

      She surprises me by giving me a quick hug. “It’ll work out, Alpha. Things can’t stay this way forever.”

      They can, though, because we have no say in our own lives. We’re at the mercy of a government that uses us to further their own agendas. I shove the thought aside and wave at her before taking off. As I fly, my thoughts wander. Marble isn’t going to let this go. If I’m lucky I’ll have a few hours to myself before he and the Uppers are knocking on my door, demanding answers. Answers I still don’t have.

      So I make a plan – a plan, I might add, that just might get me killed. I’m okay with this decision. The government took everything away from me three years ago on this very day. It would only be fitting for them to end my life.
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      When I get home, I check in on my watch, so the Uppers know where I’m at. Going to my room, I pull out a box from under my bed that has a few personal items in it, including a burner phone. I dial one of my friends that I haven’t talked to in a very long time.

      Blot answers on the first ring. “Well, this is a surprise, considering what today is. What kind of trouble are you in?”

      “I don’t have time to give you the rundown. Do you still know how to disable the watches?”

      There’s typing in the background. “Yeah. Give me a second.”

      I wait for the typing to stop. Blot is a hacker. He’s not considered a Hero or a Villain, since he doesn’t have a true superpower, according to the government. But they’re wrong, as they are with a lot of things. His mind works like a computer and he can hack anything. Remember Y2K? Yeah, that was totally him freaking people out and everyone fell for it.

      He says, “I’m texting the code. Get rid of this phone when we hang up and I’ll make sure another one lands in your possession soon. You’ll have four hours before anyone notices you’re gone.”

      Four hours is more than enough time, especially considering my new flying speed.

      “Thank you, my friend.”

      “I have to know. Is it true what they’re saying – has Doc gone Rogue?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Bullshit, Alpha. We both knew this was going to happen.” He pauses. “Be careful. They’re watching you. One false step and this house of cards will fall.”

      “Blot, do you know where he is?”

      “Yes. But that’s not my story to tell, now is it?” Typing resumes in the background. “Break the phone after you get the code. And be safe. You don’t know what you’re going up against.”

      The call ends before I can tell him goodbye. When I glance down, there’s a code flashing on the screen. I enter it in my watch and wait. My watch makes a sound I’ve never heard before and then feels cold against my skin, as if it’s off. I’ve never thought of it as a live entity, but now I wonder.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing, Blot,” I mutter as I head toward my back door.

      Looking around, I make sure no one else is in their yard before rocketing into the sky. The sun shines on my face as I zip upward. And then I take off. There aren’t any signals in the sky and my bracelet hasn’t gone off, warning me I’m flying without authorization, so they don’t know I’m gone. Yet.

      When I fly over a big lake, I drop the burner phone, letting to crash into the water where it will sink. No one will ever know it was mine. I have to give credit to Blot for thinking I might need it. I’d laughed at the time, but turns out he was right. Makes me wonder what else he’s right about.

      When I touch down in Silver City, I let out a laugh. It’s literally a few rundown houses and a gas station. That’s it. Nothing else. There’s not even a school here. Or post office. Or a grocery store. I’m guessing the residents – all six of them - go to another town for those type of things.

      My boots crunch on the gravel as I walk. The grass is unkept, making my search difficult. But it’s also pulling my attention. What if what I’m looking for is hidden there? Hell, I don’t even know what I’m looking for if I’m honest. Dos isn’t going to magically pop up and tell me there was a mistake.

      Closing my eyes, I will my senses to take over. It’s a strange feeling, letting go. You know you’re still inside of your body, but you’re not in control.

      My feet move and I inhale the sweet scent of fresh baled hay. I walk past a stream that gurgles next to me and over hard rocks that dig into the soles of my boots. And then I stop. My fingertips tingle and I rub them against the side of my leg, trying to control the sensation. It’s only fear, I tell myself. I’m not going to lose control.

      Opening my eyes, I freeze. Before me, there’s a crater in the ground. A crater that wasn’t in any of the photos of Silver City a few days ago. The dirt next to it is fresh, as if someone dug the hole recently. Moving closer, I feel the pull of some energy force. The ground throbs beneath my boots. I want to run away and tell someone – anyone – what I’ve found, but I can’t ignore the pull.

      My eyes close and my feet move until I feel as if I’m floating. And then I feel the same throbbing between my legs, to my core. A moan works its way up my throat and I press my thighs together, savoring the feeling. The wind picks up, caressing my skin. I feel more alive than I think I ever have before. Everything is heightened. The way the sun kisses my skin. The heat coming from my body. My desire. All of it.

      Opening my eyes, I find myself in the middle of the crater. It’s glowing red now, pulsing and hot. What it puts out into the universe, I feel in my soul. This is where I’m meant to be. But a word crosses my mind, bringing me out of this fog. Doc. Blinking, I look around. He’s not here. But he was.

      My vision wanes and when it clears, I see Doc standing almost where I am, but the crater isn’t uncovered yet. He feels the pull, too, looking down with hunger in his eyes. I reach out and my fingers go through him.

      He looks right past me, talking to someone. When I turn, I’m not surprised to see Ink there. But he’s wearing the same outfit he did the day the meeting was called. That can’t be right. Can it? Was Ink surprised when I told him Doc was involved with the missing congressman? I can’t remember, but I feel like I should.

      They talk and then call someone on the phone. As much as I try, I can’t make out what they’re saying. I can’t even read their lips. Who are they talking to? Is it the man from Paris? Is that who’s behind this?

      The ground throbs and the vision fades. When I blink, I’m on the ground, lying on my back. How did I get here? And what in the hell just happened? Did I really have a vision or does it have something to do with the rock in the crater?

      Standing, I move to the crater again. It’s not glowing, but my skin tingles as I feel whatever energy it’s putting off. There are so many questions, but I’m not going to find any answers here.

      Glancing at my watch, I let out a curse. I’ve been here nearly four hours – how is that possible? It feels like I just landed. Blot’s words echo in my mind. Shit! They’re going to notice I’m gone! As much as I don’t want to leave I don’t have any other options. I need the Uppers to trust me, or I’ll never find out what happened to Doc. And Ink. Hell, and maybe even to me.

      I fly back to my house, landing quietly in the backyard. My kitchen light is on – and it was off when I left. Unease creeps up my spine. What if it’s Marble or the Uppers? They’re the only ones who have the ability to get into my house without permission. Moving forward, I try the knobs. It’s unlocked and opens when I turn it.

      My gut tells me it’s not Marble or the Uppers.

      “Hello?” I call out.

      “Where in the heck have you been?”

      I turn to where the voice is coming from. “Trace?”

      “Of course it’s me. Who else did you expect?”

      I let out a shaky laugh. “There’s no telling these days. How did you get in here?”

      “The front door was unlocked.”

      Well shit. Now that I think about it, I don’t remember locking it before leaving.

      “Again I have to ask. Where in the heck have you been?”

      “How long have you been waiting?”

      “I don’t know. A few hours.”

      “Has anyone stopped by looking for me?”

      “No.”

      A sigh escapes my lips. “Good.”

      “Alpha, you’re starting to worry me. Where did you go? What happened?”

      I walk from the kitchen to the living room.

      “I’m starting to worry myself.”

      “I hope you know you can trust me. With anything.”

      My body warms at his words. He’s right. I can trust him. I turn to the sound of his voice and gasp.

      “Oh my god!”

      “What? What is it?”

      “Trace, I don’t know how to say this, but I can see you.”

      Or some version of him. His skin is translucent but glows a light blue. It’s enough that I can see his features for the first time ever.

      He frowns, making him look young. “Very funny.”

      “Your hair is blond. And, you have a mole on your cheekbone.”

      I reach out touching it.

      “Holy shit.” His eyes are wide. “What in the fuck happened to you?”

      “I’m not sure. Trace, I’m worried.” I pause. “I went to Silver City, Oklahoma, tonight. Without permission.”

      He shakes his head at that.

      “There is a crater there that makes the ground throb and glow.”

      “And you didn’t think that maybe, just maybe, you should’ve called for help? Or went with backup?”

      I snort. “Hindsight is twenty-twenty, right?”

      “Was Doc there?”

      “No, but he was at some point. Ink, too.”

      “How do you know?”

      This is where I’m going to sound crazy.

      “I had a vision while I was there.”

      “Fuck. Of course you did.”

      “Trace, this all feels like it’s connected. The crater. Doc. Ink. Me.”

      “How do you think it’s connected to you?”

      “My powers are changing. More so since I’ve been there. I mean, I can freaking see you. It has to mean something.”

      He nibbles his bottom lip. “I think you might just be right, Alpha.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight filters into my bedroom the next morning. Trace is next to me, sleeping peacefully. We stayed up late into the night trying to figure out what in the hell is going on. Spoiler alert – we didn’t come up with shit.

      Trace stretches next to me as he wakes up and I smile. He was in his late twenties when he Changed, but right now he looks sweet and innocent.

      “Morning.”

      “You can still see me?”

      I nod. “It’s actually better than yesterday. The blue glow is gone.”

      He lifts an eyebrow. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “Four. Three. Four.”

      “Holy crap.” He looks down. “Wish I could see myself.”

      “Maybe you should visit the crater,” I joke.

      “No way. Not me. I don’t want any part of that alien shit.”

      “What makes you think it has anything to do with aliens?”

      He snorts. “Literally every superhero movie ever. Something falls from the sky, there’s usually aliens or other planets involved.” He sits. “Hey. What if that’s what this is?”

      “Elaborate please.”

      “We can’t really believe we’re the only ones like this in the universe. Maybe someone out there started the Changing and is collecting people now.”

      This time I laugh. “Sure, Trace. That makes perfect sense. Next, you’ll be telling me we have to guard the galaxy.”

      He shrugs. “Wouldn’t be the craziest thing I’ve heard.”

      The part that bothers me the most is he’s right.

      “Have you decided if you’re going to tell Marble?”

      “No fucking way. He’ll personally escort me to the treatment facility.” I shudder. “Can you imagine what they’ll do to me if they know I’m Changing again? And that a red glowing crater made me have a vision and, I assume because of that, I can see you now.”

      “Yeah, that won’t go over well.” He pauses. “What are you going to do?”

      “Blot mentioned that he knows where Doc is. I was thinking about paying him a visit today and seeing if he’ll talk.”

      Trace sits. “Let me come with you.”

      “Trace-”

      “I mean it. Blot doesn’t answer to anyone. He’s not good.”

      I sigh. “Are any of us good?”

      “You know what I mean, Alpha.”

      “Fine. Let’s hope that code still works on the watches.”

      “What? We’re going now?”

      “Have a better time in mind? Doc’s been missing for almost a week now. There’s no telling what’s happened to him. And now Ink is gone. I don’t like this.”

      Trace sighs. “You’re right. Let me shower and then I’m ready to go.”

      He goes to the guest bathroom while I get ready in my bathroom. When we meet in the living room, I can see him clear as day. He was wrong about his protective suit. It’s actually a light blue, so he doesn’t look nude, which is good. I’m not sure if I could handle walking around with him if he looked naked.

      “It freaks me out being able to see you.”

      “Am I that ugly?”

      “No. You’re incredibly hot, Trace.” I poke his arm. “You’re a little pale, which is surprising, but other than that you’re a total stud.”

      He preens a little. “Good to know I’ve still got it.”

      “What was it like?”

      He knows what I’m asking because he frowns.

      “November 4th, I went to bed a normal guy. On the 5th, I woke up and went to take a piss. When I looked in the mirror, I couldn’t see myself. My girlfriend was in bed, sleeping. I woke her up and, as you can imagine, she didn’t react very well.” He sighs. “I was alone for a month before the Government put out the alert asking us to turn ourselves in.”

      “Do you regret it?”

      He mulls this over. “No. I don’t. During that month I thought I was going crazy. Like actually crazy. When I went to the facility and turned myself in, they believed me. Not only that, they told me I wasn’t crazy.”

      I touch his arm. “I’m sorry I never asked you before.”

      “Don’t be. None of us like talking about our lives before. It’s too much of a touchy subject.”

      “Maybe that’s where we’ve made a mistake. Maybe we should all be talking about that day and what happened – what we left behind.”

      His expression softens. “Want to talk about it?”

      “I do, but not today. My story is tragic and full of loss. Not the vibe I want to put out there right before we break a ton of rules.”

      He grins. “Good point.”

      We go outside and I shiver. It’s not cool by any means. I just feel as if something bad is about to happen.

      Trace asks, “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      He looks uneasy. “Maybe we should go back inside?”

      “Are you scared?” I let out a laugh. “Really?”

      “Being scared is a perfectly normal feeling to experience.”

      “Not for Heroes.”

      “Especially for Heroes.”

      “We’ll have to agree to disagree. Hold out your arm so I can put this code in.”

      He hesitates. “Maybe I should stay behind. You know, in case anyone stops by.”

      I nod. “Okay. I’ll hurry.”

      I take off before he can change his mind. I’m not going to pressure him into doing something he doesn’t want to, especially when it means breaking almost every rule we have. We get enough of that in our lives as it is. As I fly, I enter the code that Blot sent. My watch goes cold again, so I go faster. Blot lives in Chicago, which might be one of my favorite places in the entire United States. The food is great and there’s always interesting people to meet.

      He lives right in the middle of downtown Chicago, in a high rise that sits in the clouds. I asked him once how he affords it. He laughed and said money could be found in all sorts of places, making me think he’s not paying for it with his own cash at all. Good for him.

      Landing, I shiver again. This time it’s because the air is colder than fuck. I enter the lobby of Blot’s building. His apartment is on the top floor and someone has to buzz me in. But, I’ve known him long enough that I’m on his list. Stepping into the elevator, I rise into the sky. My ears pop, which always makes me laugh. This never happens when I fly on my own.

      When I reach the top floor, I step out. The light at the end of the hallway flickers three times and the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

      Something’s not right.

      I move down the hallway, my boots not making a sound on the marbled tiles. The door is slightly ajar. Inhaling, I catch a whiff of something… dark. I can’t explain it. I just know it’s not good. More importantly – it’s not Blot’s scent, either.

      I push the door open and step inside to find chaos everywhere. Papers and folders are scattered on the floor. The furniture is toppled over and Blot’s beloved computer system has been smashed into a million pieces. Someone was clearly looking for something. But what?

      “Blot? Are you here?”

      There’s a sound from his bedroom, so I cautiously make my way to the door. It opens before I have a chance to reach out, but no one is there. The room is dark. Impossibly dark. I take one step and know I’ve made a mistake.

      “I wondered when you’d come.”

      I’m pulled further into the room and the door closes. I’m truly fucked right now.

      “Who are you? And where is Blot?”

      He moves around me, darkness snaking against my skin. It’s crazy how much I like the feeling of danger. How messed up is that?

      “Still playing games?” He makes a sound in the back of his throat. “That’s disappointing.”

      “Seriously, dude. This game is getting old. Where is Blot? Did you hurt him?”

      “I didn’t hurt your friend. That was someone on your side.” He pauses. “And you know who I am, just as I know who you are.”

      His lips brush against my ear as he whispers my name. My real name. A name I haven’t heard spoken in over three years. Air solidifies in my throat and I turn to face him. He’s so close that his breath fans my face. My skin warms and then I slam my lips against his in a kiss that leaves me burning for so much more.

      His mouth leaves mine, kissing a path to that little spot on my neck that drives me crazy. This is madness and yet it feels so freaking right – like we’ve done this before. Like it’s everything I’ve ever needed. Like I can’t stop, even if I wanted to.

      He coaxes another kiss out of me. “Stop thinking and just feel, my beloved.”

      My beloved. His words must hold some kind of power over me, because every last thought in my mind disappears as he pulls me flush against his body. My hands roam, caressing rock hard muscles and lower to another body part that is as equally as hard. He lets out a deep groan that makes heat pool between my legs.

      “Fuck. That feels good, but we don’t have time. Did you give your leaders the message?”

      I nod and have to clear my throat twice before I reply, “Yes.”

      “Good girl.”

      He pulls my leotard aside and slips his hand into my tights. This time I’m the one who moans.

      “Were they angry?”

      His lips and fingers work at the same tempo as I hold onto him, not wanting this to stop.

      “They’re always angry when it comes to me.”

      His thumb flicks over my clit. “That’s because they don’t value you or your talents. Instead, they wish to treat you like a test subject.”

      My head tilts back as pressure builds in my stomach. God, this feels so freaking good. He smiles against my lips, as if sensing my thoughts.

      “Why won’t you let me see your face?”

      The air crackles around us and he slips two fingers inside my aching folds.

      “I will once this is over.” Before I can ask what that means, he says, “I need to be inside of you. It’s been too long.”

      His words barely register because all I can think is Finally!

      “I’m going to take you now. Brace yourself. This is going to be rough.”

      He keeps my leotard pulled to the side and tears my tights. Cool air kisses my heated skin. And then I feel the tip of his cock brushing against my nether lips. Good lord, his cock feels like molten iron, and here I am, more than willing and ready to be impaled. He enters me in a single thrust that leaves me breathless and craving more.

      “Hold on to me.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck. He lifts me at the waist, and I take the hint, wrapping my legs around him. He spins so my back is against the wall and then he pounds into me like there’s no tomorrow. Our moans fill the air, as does the sounds of our bodies meeting. Lust courses through my veins until I feel drunk.

      His teeth scrape my neck. “That’s right. Give in to it. Let it take over your body.”

      “What’s happening?” I gasp out.

      His thrusts become short and shallow and the pressure building deep inside of me throbs with need. I moan and his lips brush against mine.

      “Give in, baby.”

      His thumb rakes over my clit and I cry out as I orgasm around his cock. He lets out his own groan as we find heaven together. But something strange happens in this moment. The lust that’s been building inside of me escapes my lips in a pink fog. It circles us, making me feel dizzy with need. When he inhales, the fog goes into his mouth. For a split second we’re connected in every way possible.

      His cock hardens, making me gasp. This shouldn’t be possible.

      His hands dig into my waist. “Ready for round two?”

      I nod, but ask, “What have you done to me?”

      “I’ve done nothing. This is all you.”

      My reply dies on my lips as he moves us to Blot’s bed. When he moves over me this time, I’m ready. Together, we find our bliss faster than before. A bliss that leaves me feeling high and more alive than I’ve ever felt before. When we’re finished, he pulls out, letting my leotard fall back into place. It’s so sinfully hot that I moan.

      He kisses me and I know he’s about to leave me. I don’t want him to go-

      “When will I see you again?”

      “Things are going to happen fast now. The plan is in full motion and nothing can stop it.”

      I sit. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “We’ll see each other soon, I promise.”

      “And you swear you didn’t take Blot?”

      “That was not us. That was your government. They saw him as a threat.”

      “What about Doc and Ink?”

      His thumb brushes over my lips. “So many men close to you are missing. What does that tell you?”

      My heart lurches in my chest. “That anyone close to me should be careful.”

      “That is not the correct answer.”

      “What is it then?”

      He kisses me long and hard, until I’m breathless. “Until next time.”

      He’s gone a moment later, in another swirl of black fog. I fall back against the mattress, trying to process everything that just happened. One thing is very clear – I’m fucked, in more ways than one.
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      After I manage to pull myself from the bed, I search Blot’s apartment, making sure I didn’t miss anything. The only scents I pick up on are mine, the Villain’s, and Blot’s. So, unless someone knew what they were doing, all signs point to the Villain. And for some reason I really don’t want to believe it’s him.

      I pass the mirror in the bathroom and let out a laugh. I look thoroughly and utterly fucked. Stripping, I get rid of the tights the Villain ripped and hop into Blot’s shower. He won’t mind – if he’s even alive – and I can’t fly around looking like this. When I get out, I grab a pair of Blot’s grey sweatpants and a t-shirt that’s too big. Not the best option to fly in, but it’s very comfortable. I can’t remember the last time I wore normal clothes.

      I do one last look around the apartment before leaving. If I had more time, I’d visit the Bean or I’d grab a hotdog, but my time is running out. I take off and fly back home. It’s raining when I land and I shiver. That’s one good thing I can say about my uniform, I guess. It’s weatherproof and I’m really wishing I had it on right now.

      Trace jumps to his feet when I open the back door.

      “Alpha! I was so worried about you.” He eyes me. “What in the hell happened? Why are you wearing those clothes?”

      I sigh. “Blot is missing. Someone tore his apartment up, clearly looking for something.”

      “And your clothes?”

      My cheeks feel warm. “I, uh, ran into the Villain from Paris.”

      “The Villain-”

      The words die off his lips as he looks at me, understanding filling his eyes.

      “You slept with the fucking shadow Villain?” Trace’s voice rises with each word. “Alpha, what in the fuck is wrong with you?”

      My skin tingles as I look Trace over. “You’re kind of cute when you’re mad.”

      “Alpha, this is serious.”

      “I am being serious.”

      How can I explain that I feel more like me than I have in years? All because of what happened with the mysterious Villain?

      He runs his fingers through his blond locks. “Alpha-”

      The throbbing feeling returns deep inside of me. I move toward him slowly, and he eyes me warily.

      “Trace, maybe we’ve been looking at this all wrong.”

      I’m close enough that my breath hits his skin, causing goosebumps to rise. He swallows loudly.

      “What are you doing, Alpha?”

      “Something I should have done a long time ago.” My tongue darts across his salty skin. “I’m giving in.”

      When I breathe out, the pink fog licks at Trace. His mouth opens in surprise and then he moans.

      “Alpha.”

      “Shh, Trace. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      I take his hand, pulling him to the living room, to the couch.

      He says, “I’ve wanted this for so long, Alpha. Why now?”

      When I look into his eyes, I see truth in those blue depths.

      “Because I’m tired of playing by all of the rules. It’s time to live.”

      “Heck, I can’t argue with that.”

      Grinning, I say, “Take your suit off. Or, I can help, if you can’t.”

      “Then by all means, help.”

      The air changes between us and I move forward. He watches me as I reach out, tugging the suit from his broad shoulders. I kiss the exposed skin and he makes a sound of pleasure. Slowly, I tug it downward, to his hips. Trace is one of those men who has a V down here and it’s really hot as hell. Lowering to my knees, I kiss each of the hollow spaces.

      “I have to say, I’m liking the fact that you can see me right now.”

      I grin up at him. “Me, too.”

      I tug the suit down his legs and toss it onto the chair by the couch. Trace’s cock springs forward. Holy cow. I’ve had sex with him before, but I had no idea that he was packing. An idea crosses my mind and I use my powers to turn one of the cameras on. If Marble wants to know what I’m up to, then he’s about to get a damn show, even if it’ll just be one-sided on film.

      “What’s that look for?”

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

      “You suddenly look like the cat who ate the canary.”

      I reply, “Let’s just say we’re giving Marble a little show.”

      His mouth opens, but he nods. “He deserves it.”

      I grip Trace’s cock, pumping it a few times. He lets out another deep groan, his head tilting back in pleasure. When I take him into my mouth, his groan turns into a moan that fuels me on.

      “Fuck, Alpha.”

      Using his thighs to brace myself, I bob my head back and forth. His fingers work through my hair. When I let out a hum, his hips thrust, pushing him further into my mouth.

      “Not sure how much longer I can last,” he breathes out.

      I pull back and stand. Our lips meet in a kiss that leaves me burning for more. He pulls Blot’s t-shirt over my head, tossing it aside while I kick the sweatpants off. When his mouth covers my nipple, I’m the one who moans. He licks and nips at the budding flesh, driving me crazy.

      My watch buzzes, but I ignore it.

      Trace smiles against my skin. “I think someone’s watching and getting pissed.”

      I pull him toward the couch. “Then he’s about to get a real nice show.”

      Trace gets on the couch first. I move over him, straddling him. With one hand, I position his cock at my slick opening before slowly settling onto him. We both sigh as he fills me, stretching me in the most delicious way.

      Trace grins up at me. “Ride me, Alpha.”

      Heat courses through my body as I rock my hips. Trace’s fingers dig into my skin, urging me on. Together, we grind against each other until my head tilts back in pleasure.

      “Fuck. You’re so sexy,” he murmurs.

      Leaning forward, I kiss him. He’s the one who’s sexy. He reaches between us and strokes my clit. Pleasure builds up in my lower stomach and I rock against him, seeking my release. When I come, I cry out his name. He thrusts a few more times before his guttural moan fills the air.

      I fall against him. “Trace, that was amazing.”

      He runs his fingers through my hair. “Damn. I think I like you being able to see me.”

      My watch buzzes again, so I look at the screen.

      “What is it?”

      “The message was canceled.”

      But I’m not dumb – Marble was watching us and was pissed. When I didn’t respond right away, he canceled the message so he didn’t look petty. The thought makes me smile.

      Trace kisses my forehead. “Let’s move this party to the bedroom, Alpha.”
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      We lay tangled in the covers and Trace holds me close to him. We’ve spent hours making love and I’ve never felt more alive. It’s the same feeling I had while in Silver City.

      “Was that one of your new powers?”

      “Can sex be a superpower?”

      He snorts. “After that, I think so.”

      I snuggle closer to him. “Are you saying you didn’t want it to happen? That the only reason you rocked my world is because I made you?”

      “I rocked your world?” He grins. “I think you’ve got it backward.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      He says, “You didn’t make me do anything that I didn’t want to do on my own.”

      “Good.”

      Because now that I’m not lust-driven I’ve had time to think. Is this really a new power or does it have to do with the crater? And can I really push lusty thoughts on someone if they don’t reciprocate? The Villain was willing. Trace was willing. What happens if someone isn’t? The thought makes me uneasy, especially since I apparently have no control over this new power, at least not that I can tell.

      He makes lazy circles on my arm and says, “There’s a part of me that thinks we should tell Marble what’s happening with you. But the other side knows that’s a bad idea.”

      “It scares me to think what they’ll do to me at the treatment facility,” I admit. “And no one is going to stop them. No one cares enough about us to say ‘Hey, that’s fucked up.’”

      “When the Government appointed Marble and the Uppers I thought we were finally going to have a voice. Hell, I think it’s the opposite. And now they’re talking about taking our voting rights way.”

      I sit up at this. “What are you talking about?”

      “It was on the news earlier today. They’re saying we don’t deserve a say in politics because it’s a conflict of interest.”

      “That’s so fucked up. They can’t do that to us!”

      He looks me dead in the eyes. “They already are, Alpha. We just didn’t see it coming.” He pauses. “You mentioned the Senator’s wife said something about a new bill. What if this is just the beginning of what they have in store for us?”

      Unease makes my stomach churn. He’s right.

      “They’ve taken so much from us already,” I reply.

      “I might be looking too much into it, but it would explain why the Uppers are on edge. Why they want to get you under their thumb. Why Ink and Doc are gone. And why Blot is missing.”

      Holy fucking shit.

      “What should we do?”

      He gives me a lopsided smile. “I was hoping you had an idea.”

      “The Villain said things were going to happen fast now. What if this is what he meant?”

      Trace frowns at the mention of the Villain, but says, “Maybe.”

      “We need a plan. And we need to figure out what that crater in Silver City has to do with this.”

      “You think they’re connected?”

      “Yes.”

      I’m about to suggest we take another trip to Silver City when the TV in my room turns on.

      “Did you-”

      His eyes are wide. “No, I didn’t turn it on.”

      There’s static and then a room appears on screen. It’s pitch black.

      A distorted voice says, “Greetings citizen of the United States of America. I hoped my business would be handled in a timely manner by the government, but they wish to play games. So now we’re going to play.”

      A spotlight turns on revealing Congressman Wrenly tied to a chair. He struggles, trying to speak through the gag taped to his mouth, but it’s pointless. Another light comes on above Senator Haas. His face is bruised, as if he put up a fight. Two more lights come on over two more men’s heads. They’re all bound and one of them cries.

      A figure steps from the shadows. They’re dressed in all black, including a black plague doctor’s mask and a top hat. Just like Congressman Wrenly’s housekeeper said.

      “Oh fuck. I think that’s Doc,” I breathe out.

      The person onscreen speaks again. “I’m sure there are many theories floating around about who we are and why we’re doing this. Just know one thing – this is because of the failings of your government. This is their fault.”

      Trace turns up the volume on the TV. “Do you hear that?”

      There’s a whooshing sound in the background.

      “Are they in a warehouse?”

      “That’s what it sounds like to me.”

      The person says, “Give in to the demands stated and this can all go away. These horrible men can return to their families and we will leave you alone.” They move closer to the camera. “If we have not received our demands in twenty-four hours, there will be two more abductions. And then the real games will begin.”

      The screen goes black at the same time our watches buzz.

      

      All Heroes report to headquarters NOW.

      

      Trace and I jump from the bed, reaching for our clothes. I wish there was time to shower, but I know better than to piss off Marble and the Uppers. Outside, I grab Trace’s hand and we fly toward DC. When we land, there’s a crowd in front of the building. And they aren’t happy to see us.

      “Go back to your planet!”

      “Freaks!”

      Someone throws a can at me and I step aside, dodging it.

      “Their kind is out to get us. We have to fight back.”

      Violence and rage are thick in the air.

      I say in a low tone, “We need to get inside. Now.”

      “You open the door and I’ll watch your back.”

      Nodding, I turn to the retina scanner, unlocking the door. It opens and Trace and I rush inside. Tick and Tock wait in the entryway, frowns on their faces.

      “There’s more of them out there,” Tick says to Tock.

      “I told you. It’s only going to get worse.”

      I ask, “Does Marble know?”

      They shake their heads. “We didn’t want to worry him.

      I say, “I’ll tell him. We might need to put up some barriers out there.”

      Traces says, “I’ll go find some Heroes to help while you tell Marble.”

      We go off in different directions. When I get to Marble’s office, it’s a madhouse. People rush in and out, almost knocking into me. He’s sitting at his desk talking to someone on the phone while he scrolls on his computer.

      I tap on the door. “I know this is bad timing, but there’s a mob of Basics forming out there. Should we put up a barricade?”

      He glances up. “Yeah. That’s a good idea. I’ll tell the rest of the Heroes to come in through the tunnels.”

      It’s crazy that there are tunnels for us to use, which shows, again, how they view us. Or, maybe it was smart planning. Who knows.

      As I leave, I pass six Uppers, who watch me silently. The one from the other day smiles at me, so I smile back.

      “Greetings Hero Alpha. Are you feeling rested?”

      I feel him touching my mind, so I let him in. He looks around and doesn’t see anything that I don’t want him to see. When he’s satisfied, he pulls out, smiling.

      I reply, “I’m feeling much better. Thank you for asking… I’m sorry… I didn’t catch your name.”

      In all my years an Upper has never told me their name.

      He smiles. “I am known as Upper Seven.”

      Wow. They don’t even get to keep their Hero names.

      “Upper Seven, I think we were in the same treatment facility together in the beginning.”

      He nods. “We were. I do believe you were there several months before I, though.”

      He’s not wrong.

      One of the other Uppers says, “Come, brother. There are more important things for us to concern ourselves.”

      The look the fucker gives me makes me want to laugh.

      Biting back a smile, I say, “I hope to see you soon, Upper Seven.”

      His pale cheeks turn bright red as he walks away. Interesting. The other Uppers lean in, whispering to each other, but he gives me another look over his shoulder before they go into Marble’s office. Almost as if he can’t help himself.

      I wonder if that’s something I might be able to use to help me. Because I have a strong feeling that I’m going to need ever ally that I can find before this is over with.
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      Turning from the Uppers, I come face to face with Trace.

      “Jesus! You scared me.”

      He smirks. “Maybe if you weren’t so busy flirting with vampire boy you would’ve seen me.”

      “Are you jealous?”

      “Of a blood sucker? No way.”

      I glance over my shoulder. “Do you really think they’re vampires?”

      “It would explain the fangs.” He glances around. “And FYI -you aren’t supposed to be able to see me. Keep that in mind.”

      “Shit.” I turn purposely to the left a little, so I’m not facing him directly and say, “Marble said we can put up the barricades. He’s also telling the other Heroes to use the tunnels.”

      Trace rolls his eyes, but he’s grinning. “I’ll let Tick and Tock know.”

      He bumps into me as he passes. I head toward the meeting room. There are already several Heroes walking around. Birdy and Knuckles stand to the side talking to each other, so I join them.

      “Did you have a hard time getting in?”

      Birdy brushes tears from her cheeks. “Someone threw an egg at me. An actual egg. How can they be so cruel?”

      Knuckles meets my gaze and frowns. “It’s not right that they can treat us like that. If it were reversed, we’d be killed. Or worse.”

      I ask Birdy, “Are the chicks doing okay?”

      This time she lets out a sob and runs away from us.

      “Did I say something wrong?”

      Knuckles says in a low tone, “One of them died this morning after a test.”

      “Shit.”

      “She’s worried that the others won’t make it. One of them is refusing to eat.”

      “God damn,” I mutter. “And no one sees anything wrong with what’s happening there?”

      Knuckles glances around. “It’s worse. She doesn’t know where Blake is. He’s not at the facility, as far as she knows, but he’s not as his home, either.”

      “No! Where is he?”

      “I personally think he’s dead. His body will turn up in a few days and it will look like an accident.”

      The way she says this makes me look up. She’s looking off into the distance, a frown on her face.

      “Knuckles?”

      When she meets my gaze, I’m surprised to see tears in her eyes.

      “We’re all human, even if our DNA is different than Basics. But I still should have known better.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      She shakes her head. “It was a long time ago. I barely even think about him anymore.”

      She’s lying through her teeth. Her thoughts go to him even now. He was an officer in the Army and they were so in love. I reach out, touching her arm. There’s nothing I can say to make this better for her.

      After a few minutes, she plasters a fake smile on her face. “Let’s go see how we can save the world this time.”

      We take our seats. The room is full, but there are two empty chairs. Ink’s and Doc’s.

      Marble comes out, going to the podium. “We’re going to jump right into this.

      Several screens behind him turn on.

      “Holy crap,” I mutter. “They’ve called in all the Heroes.”

      As in, around the world.

      Knuckles looks at me, her mouth slightly agape. “Damn.”

      This has never happened. Ever.

      Marble says, “Thank you all for joining us. I’m going to jump right in. As you know from the briefings, we have two Rogue Heroes and four missing politicians.”

      A Hero with an Arabic accents asks, “And this affects us… how?”

      A Hero sitting in front of a flag of France replies, “We are worried others will see this as a revolution. That they will follow the same path as the Rogue American Heroes.”

      Marble nods. “That’s right. Our plan is simple. Find the politicians. They might not even be in America, so we need everyone to put their ears to the ground. If you hear anything odd, let us know.”

      Someone on screen asks, “What of the missing Heroes?”

      Marble’s jaw clenches. “We’ll find them. And when we do, they’re dead.”

      Air whooshes from my lungs. I shouldn’t be surprised that this will be the outcome for Doc and Ink, but hearing it aloud just makes it more real.

      One of the Uppers standing behind Marble moves to the podium. “That goes for any Hero going against the rules. We are initiating a no tolerance policy, effective immediately.”

      I swear to god he looks right at me. I stare back, not blinking.

      Marble goes on, “This affects us all. We need to show that we are a united front.”

      A Hero from England snorts. “United, my ass. You may feed the Basics that bull, but there’s no need to make us drink the Jesus-juice.”

      The Upper at the podium waves his hand and the Hero is grabbed by two other Heroes. There’s a commotion as he’d hauled from the room.

      When he’s gone, Marble says, “This is a serious matter and I hope you all treat it as such.”

      The room is so silent that you could hear a pin drop. Marble and the other leaders go on, stating facts, which I’ve already heard. I try to pay attention, but my mind wanders. Doc and Ink can’t be behind this. They don’t have a mean bone in their bodies. But, it’s not looking very good for them. I try to think if they’ve ever mentioned a place they like to visit. Somewhere they might be holed up at.

      Upper Seven reaches out, touching my mind. I remain calm as he slides in. Is this what theses fuckers do to everyone? Look into their thoughts unprovoked as they please? I push into his mind and he lets me right in.

      

      What are you looking for now?

      My brothers suspect that you may share a link with the Rogue Heroes.

      What kind of link?

      That’s what I’m looking for.

      Tell me, do you like working with them?

      Yes.

      

      But he totally hesitates.

      

      Liar.

      It was better than being left on my own, where they would keep me under their thumb. Here, I am held in high regard.

      

      That actually makes sense. I pull back from his thoughts just as he leaves my mind. I realize it’s because Marble is finished speaking. Marble motions me over, so I follow him. We don’t go to his office, but to a hallway where we’re alone.

      He says, “I didn’t know you and Trace were back together.”

      “How do you-” I stop midsentence.

      He knows because he bugged my house and I turned the camera on while I had sex with Trace.

      I smirk up at him. “I never pegged you as the type to like to watch.”

      He glares at me. “It’s my job to keep an eye on my Heroes.”

      “We didn’t break any rules, so I’m not sure what this is about.” I move closer. “And, if you like to watch that much, just call. I’m sure Trace won’t mind.”

      Am I being a bitch? Yes.

      Does the idea of Marble watching me have sex with Trace turn me on? Double yes.

      What in heck is wrong with me?

      “Just be careful, Alpha. I won’t be able to protect you this time.”

      “Protect me? Is that what you call this?” I snort. “I’m good, Marble.”

      I walk away from him, passing some of the Uppers in the hallway. They’re zoned in on Marble, but Upper Seven gives me a quick smile. Our hands brush as we pass and I try not to jump at the jolt that I feel. What in the hell?

      Trace is waiting for me by the door.

      “I have a question. Can you see Glimmer? She’s over by the buffet, I think.”

      Glimmer is another Hero who is invisible. She’s a bit of a bitch, to be honest. I scan the room and see a female Hero I’ve never seen before. She totally looks like she’s up to no good.

      “Yeah, she’s right next to Birdy and it looks like she’s doing something to the punch.”

      “That’s cool that I’m not the only one you can see.”

      I cringe. “I’m wishing I didn’t just see her spit in the punch.”

      His mouth drops in horror and I laugh as he puts his cup down.

      “What did Marble want?”

      That stops my laughter.

      “He said he didn’t know we were back together.” I point between us. “So I called him out on watching us while we had sex.”

      “Damn.” He looks around. “You do realize you’re supposed to be keeping a low profile, right?”

      “I know. It just pissed me off.”

      “I get that, but we have to be smart right now, especially since the Uppers basically said they have free rein on us. One false step and they’ll get you to a treatment facility, which might be just what they want.”

      I hate how right he is.

      “So what do we do now?”

      He sighs. “I think we need to go back to Silver City. See if we can find anything.”

      “I think so, too, but I’m worried the code that Blot gave me won’t work.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “Maybe we should play by the rules on this one.”

      He nods. “Might work. Do you want to ask or should I?”

      “Since I just pissed Marble off, maybe you should.”

      “Wish me luck.”

      He takes off across the room and I find an empty seat in a corner. Most of the Heroes have left, but some linger, talking in small groups. It’s strange how even as Heroes there are still cliques. And I still don’t fit in. A lot of the other Heroes don’t like me because I’m the first. Like I had any say-so in that.

      Knuckles is talking to a group and sees me, waving. I smile back and she makes her way toward me.

      “Are you hiding?”

      “No, I’m just waiting on Trace so we can go home.”

      Her eyes widen. “Are you two…”

      I grin. “It’s nothing serious, but we’re seeing each other again.”

      She lets out a squeal. “This might be the best news I’ve heard all day. Wait. Does Marble know?”

      “He does now.”

      “Oh, I feel like there’s a story there.”

      “He wasn’t very happy, but this is one aspect of my life that he doesn’t get a say in.”

      “Dang girl.”

      I’m saved from saying more because Trace comes toward us, a smile on his face.

      “What did he say?”

      Knuckles’ forehead creases. “What did who say?”

      Fuck.

      Trace covers my mistake by saying, “She’s talking to me.”

      “Oh! I didn’t know you were over here, too, Trace. Your ears must have been burning.” She gives me a little wink. “I was just saying to Alpha how happy I am for the two of you.”

      “What can I say – my persistence paid off.”

      “Well, I’m glad.” Her watch buzzes. “Darn. Duty calls. I’ll talk to you later, Alpha.”

      When she’s gone, Trace lets out a sigh. “Remember that bit about being careful?”

      “I know. It just slipped out. So, how did it go?”

      “Not very well at first. But then some of the Uppers came up and thought it was a great idea. Well, not about you going, but about me going.”

      I try not to be insulted. “Why not me?”

      He gives me a look. “I think we both know why. Lucky for you, that Upper who has a crush on you was there and said you should go, too. When Marble protested, he told Marble that it was good that you were moving on.”

      I’m sure my mouth is hanging open.

      “Does everyone know we had sex?”

      He shrugs. “Makes you wonder who all saw that camera feed.”

      Oh, good lord. I hadn’t thought about that!

      “So the good news is we’re cleared to go to Silver City tonight. The bad news is they want a full report tomorrow morning.”

      Which means we don’t have a lot of time.

      I nod. “Let’s go.”

      We take the tunnels to leave headquarters. I’m not sure if the mob hung around, but I really don’t want to deal with them tonight. When we get outside, Trace pulls me into his arms, kissing me.

      “What’s that for?”

      “For not correcting people when they said we’re dating. I know we’re not there yet, but it gives me hope that you didn’t just shoot me down.”

      I kiss him back. “I’m glad.” Then I laugh. “You know, it’s a lot easier dating you when I can see you.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      I take his hand and take off. We pass over a snowstorm in Chicago, and I’m reminded of Blot.

      I ask over the wind, “Do you think Blot is dead?”

      “Hard to say. Doesn’t look good.”

      We reach Oklahoma and land. The wind whips around, blowing tumbleweeds across the abandoned streets of Silver City. I’m reminded of an old western movie I saw once.

      Trace looks around. “This is it?”

      “Yeah. Shocking, right?”

      “Why would Doc come here?”

      I shrug. “That’s the million-dollar question, right?” I take him by the hand. “Come on. It’s this way.”

      I lead him to the crater. When we get there, we both stop.

      “Holy shit.”
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      The crater is gone. It doesn’t even look like it was there. The only indication that something happened here is the freshly turned dirt.

      Trace walks around the perimeter. “This isn’t good.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      Looking around, I will some sort of answer to come my way.

      “What if you walk across the dirt?” Trace suggests.

      “I guess it won’t hurt.”

      Closing my eyes, I walk over the circle and don’t feel a damn thing.

      “Whatever was here before is gone now.”

      “Well, we better hurry up and look around. Headquarters will be looking for us.”

      We walk around and I don’t even get a whiff of another Hero, including Doc, which is weird since I smelled his scent the last time I was here.

      “There’s nothing here. I don’t get it.”

      Trace sways, “None of this makes sense. Why should this?”

      “True.” I sigh. “I guess we should go back.”

      We’re about to leave when a woman steps onto the porch of one of the houses. She’s an elderly Native American, with long black hair that has streaks of grey in it. She motions us over.

      “Hello,” I say with a smile. “I’m Hero Alpha. Hero Trace is here as well.”

      She looks at me with her milky white eyes. “I thought I sensed two beings here.”

      Trace says, “We’re here on official business. May I ask how long you’ve lived here?”

      “My entire life. Right here in this very house.” She smiles. “But that’s not why you’re here. You’re looking for the same thing the others were.”

      I glance at Trace before asking, “Do you know what it is?”

      “It’s not from this planet and should be left alone.” She turns her gaze on me. “Though I suspect you’ve already had a taste of that power and have come back for more.”

      Look, I’ve met a lot of interesting people in my line of work, but this woman unnerves me. I don’t think she can see, but she can see, if you know what I mean.

      Trace asks, “How do you know this?”

      “My tribe has told stories of it before, many generations ago.” She smiles. “Come inside.”

      Trace glances at me before shrugging. I debate following for, like, half a second. Fuck it. This lady might be the key we’ve been looking for.

      Her house is cluttered, reminding me of the hoarders you see on TV. Stacks upon stacks of newspapers that make little pathways. Somehow she manages to navigate it, taking us to a kitchen. We pass a framed photo of her and a man in a military uniform.

      “Is your husband in the military?”

      She snorts. “I’m not married. If you’re looking at the photo on the wall, that’s my brother, LD. He’s not in the military anymore, though he’s still out there trying to save the world. Last I heard he was somewhere in Asia.”

      “It must be hard not seeing him.”

      “He’s always done his own thing. Plus, he’s a slob. Not sure I could stand living with him.”

      Trace and I exchange glances.

      She laughs. “The two of you could learn to take a joke.”

      She sits at the table, so we do the same.

      “I’m Edna, by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you, Edna.”

      “What are your names? Your real names?”

      Trace says, “We only answer to our Hero names, ma’am.”

      She snorts. “Okay, if that’s the game you want to play, then fine by me.”

      He replies, “You were saying your people have told stories about the crater before.”

      “Ah. Straight to the point. What, are you on a time crunch?”

      I say, “Sadly, we are. The government expects us to do things in a timely manner, or we’re penalized.”

      “Then you understand how my people have felt over the years.” She shakes her head. “The story of the glowing rock has been passed from generation to generation. In fact, legend has it that same rock is how Silver City came to be.”

      As she talks, I’m pulled into another vision. I’m outside, standing in the middle of nowhere. Buffalo roam the land, grazing the tall grass. There’s a flash of light and then something soars across the sky, landing in the ground. The buffalo become panicked and take off, leaving a cloud of dust in their wake.

      A group of Native Americans appear in the horizon on horses and ride toward the smoking hole in the ground. One of the women looks just like Edna. The males in the group speak to her, as if seeking her guidance. She dismounts and goes toward the hole. As she gets closer, the ground shakes and then opens. The crater glows a deep yellow and the woman falls to her knees. When she stands, her eyes glow the same color and the men back away in fear.

      The vison skips and her group has grown. There are women and kids that weren’t there before. They are thriving there, with plenty to eat and drink. A group of white men arrive and go see the woman, bowing to her, as if she’s a queen. She gives them a trunk full of gold nuggets and they give her two wagons full of supplies. That night, she goes to the crater, to worship, but when she gets there, it’s gone, as if it was never there.

      The vision skips to a lone man walking. The area looks desolate, as if no one has lived there in a while. In the distance I see the remains of the buffalo. The man falls to his knees, begging for death. As before, the ground shakes and opens. This time the crater glows green. The man steps into the center, screaming as something takes over his body.

      A man on a mission, he finds supplies to build a barn over the crater and then a house next to it. Then he goes into the nearby hills. Wherever he digs, he strikes oil. He goes on to found Silver City, a town rich in oil, which in turn makes it rich in other areas. The town thrives and the man rises in status until he’s the mayor. He makes sure no one ever goes into his barn. Not even his wife is allowed.

      On his deathbed, the man’s eyes flash a gold color and then he dies. When he’s gone, his family goes to the barn to see what secrets he kept out there. They only find some freshly turned dirt. No crater, though. With the crater gone, the city dries up until it becomes the ghost town it is today.

      Blinking, I find myself staring at Edna.

      “As you see, the crater has been here before. It never stays long, though. Only long enough to ruin the lives of those who have the bad luck of finding it.”

      “Has anyone ever tried to dig around the crater, or where the crater should be?”

      “In the early 80s a group came out here. Said the minerals in this area were different than anything they’d seen before. Any time they dug near the site, something would happen.”

      Trace asks, “What do you mean?”

      “Random weather. Stolen equipment. Anything to ruin their attempts. I believe that’s when the earthquake activity actually began in the state. People blamed it on fracking, but it’s really due to the crater not wanting to be found.” She shakes her head. “This time is different, though.”

      “How so?”

      “The spirits say that someone bad is trying to find what’s in the crater. And if they get it, the world is in great danger.”

      “Do you know if they’ve found it?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t. I suspect we’d know, though. That kind of power can’t be contained or hidden for long.”

      I swear to god, I feel like she’s staring me down through her milky eyes.

      “You are a good person, Hero Alpha. Do not fall into the trap of thinking otherwise.”

      Her words spark something deep inside that makes my eyes water.

      “Thank you.”

      “Do not thank me. Thank the spirts who wish you to remember this. They also want you to know that being the good guy doesn’t always mean doing the right thing.”

      Trace’s mouth is gaping and I kind of totally get how he’s feeling. This woman is legit.

      She stands. “You’ve spent too much time here. Both of you need to be careful. The threat is closer than you realize.”

      We follow her through the maze of newspapers, to the front door.

      “Thank you for your help, Edna.”

      “It’s my pleasure.”

      We step outside and I shiver. The air’s grown colder and dark clouds loom in the distance. Edna closes the door before we’re barely outside and the lock clicks, as if telling us to get the hell off her porch.

      Trace says, “That was… different.”

      I’m about to reply when our watches buzz at the same time.

      I let out a groan. “I don’t want to go back.”

      “We have to.”

      Sighing, I take his hand and fly back toward DC. We’re almost there when a lightning bolt strikes right in front of us. A scream leaves my lips as we’re suddenly lifted high into the sky.

      “What in the heck is going on?”

      I shake my head and we soar toward a dark cloud. I can’t do a dang thing to turn either. We enter the cloud and go through some kind of portal. My skin tingles as we’re pulled toward a large mansion sitting atop of a cloud.

      “Oh god. Is tha-”

      “I think so,” I reply.

      We’re dropped in front of a white marble stairway with golden handrails.

      Trace looks up, swallowing. “I really don’t want to go up there.”

      I don’t either, but I’m compelled to see what’s waiting for us at the top. When I take a step, Trace lets out a loud sigh, but he follows me. It feels like we climb forever. When we reach the top, a man stands in front of us wearing a golden toga. He literally looks like one of the Hemsworth brothers – you know, the cute one.

      “Are we supposed to bow?” Trace asks out of the corner of his mouth.

      “There’s no need to bow.”

      He’s looking right at Trace as if-

      “Of course I can see him. Do you really think I’d let someone enter my realm if I couldn’t see them?”

      “No one else sees him.”

      His gaze lands on me. “And yet you see him. One might say that’s suspect.”

      “It’s not.”

      He lifts an eyebrow. “You have your thoughts, Hero Alpha, and I have mine. And, I’ve been around much longer and seen things your mortal eyes can’t even comprehend.”

      “According to our government, we’re not mortal.”

      “You can die, can you not?” He shakes his head. “And your government doesn’t have the best reputation for making good choices.”

      “Why is a Greek God so concerned with our affairs?”

      “Why does a little girl who can fly think she can come so close to my realm, and think there won’t be consequences?”

      “Shit,” Trace breathes out. “I knew you were playing with fire.”

      “Let’s get to the point, Zeus. Why are we here?”

      Zeus’ eyes narrow. “I’ve heard rumors of a crater in Oklahoma. Judging by your reaction you’ve either heard the same thing or seen it.”

      I don’t even reply when he nods.

      “So you’ve seen it and it’s awoken something deep inside of you.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “As I’ve said, I’ve been around much longer than you have. This isn’t the first time the crater has appeared and it won’t be the last.”

      Trace asks, “What is its purpose?”

      “Some say to balance what is unbalanced. Others say it’s to cause chaos. Where it lands, trouble soon follows.”

      Trace glances at me and I resist reacting.

      “I brought you to my realm for two reasons, Hero Alpha. One, do not dare insult me, my brothers, or my new wife. You have no idea what we’ve been through and you will not offend us any further, even in thought.”

      I swear to god, lightning bolts flash in his eyes as he speaks. He’s fucking serious and this is my only warning. I nod my understanding. It won’t happen again.

      “Two, I urge you to be very careful in what you ask for. As I’ve said, you are still mortal and there are ways to make you suffer. And they will make you suffer, child.”

      The wind whips around us and the sky lights up with flashes of lightning.

      “I understand.” I pause. “And I’m sorry.”

      “Come back this is over and you can meet my dear Kaitlin. You two have more in common than you’ll ever realize.”

      I’m about to reply when two incredibly handsome men walk toward us.

      “Brother, our wife is missing you,” one of the men says.

      Zeus smiles, looking less like a God and more like a normal man. “Then I shall hurry to be at her side, Apollo.”

      Apollo? I’m sure my mouth is hanging open.

      Apollo gives me a dazzling smile. “What are the Heroes here for?”

      Zeus replies, “We were just having a little chat.”

      “A chat?” The third God asks. “Why didn’t you tell me? I could have brought wine.”

      As if by command, a table with five goblets and a bottle of red wine appear.

      “Thank you, Dionysus, but our guests must return to their realm. There are things these Heroes must help their kind come to terms with before all hell breaks loose.”

      Dionysus frowns. “Well, perhaps next time?”

      “Indeed.” To us, Zeus says, “Your leaders will have questions. Be leery of telling them of the crater. They won’t stop until they find it.”

      With a wave of his hand, we rise into the air. This is different than flying on my own. Right now, I feel the raw power that is Zeus, compelling us to fly. To prove this theory, Trace isn’t even holding my hand. No, he’s suspended in the air on his own.

      As we soar away, Zeus calls out, “And the Gods do not envy the Heroes, Alpha. We sympathize with you.”

      We cross the sky faster than I’ve ever flown before. DC looms in the distance and we’re lowered gently to the ground.

      “Thank you, Zeus,” I murmur.

      Trace lets out a laugh. “Well, that was… different.”

      “I think I’m in shock. I’m also feeling like a huge tool.” At his look, I say, “When we were flying to Paris, I had some not-so-nice thoughts about the Gods and the rumored problems they’re having with the Goddesses.”

      “And now you’ve gained an invitation to meet her when this is over.”

      “It would appear so.”

      He says, “I never doubted that the Gods and Goddesses were real, but meeting them… they were just incredible.”

      “More perfect than humanly possible,” I agree.

      “Did you smell the wine?”

      He’d been closer to the table that Dionysus made appear out of thin air.

      “No.”

      “I’ve never smelled anything like it before.” He lets out a dreamy sigh. “It was like the best fruits and flowers perfectly combined to make a drink meant just for me.”

      “Easy there, boy. You’re starting to scare me.”

      He shakes his head, as if coming out of a fog. “Promise me we’ll take him up on the offer when this is over with.”

      “If we’re ever in Olympus again, then we’ll most definitely have wine with the Gods.”

      But, I think we both know this was a once in a lifetime encounter.

      “I wonder if the Uppers-”

      My words stop as our watches suddenly flash red, like an alarm.

      Trace meets my gaze.

      “Oh shit.”
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      Marble is waiting for us when we get back to headquarters. We don’t even make it inside the freaking building. The happy feeling I’d had ever since leaving Olympus has vanishes into thin air, replacing with something that feels a lot like fear.

      What if this is the time the Uppers see into my mind? What then?

      “Where in the fuck did you go? We lost track of you over Chicago and then all of a sudden you’re spotted outside of DC.”

      “You’re not going to like what I’m about to say.”

      “Do I ever?”

      “Zeus intercepted us.”

      “Zeus?” His voice rises, making me flinch.

      “Yes. Zeus.”

      “What in the hell did he want?” He turns to the Uppers, who have joined us, and spits out, “What are the Gods doing interfering in our business?”

      I feel defensive over Zeus. “Well, technically he has every right since he’s been around a hell of a lot longer than us!”

      The Uppers watch me, listening intently.

      “Are you fucking defending him?”

      I swear to god, Marble looks jealous right now. Over a freaking Greek God that’s married. I never knew he had such a jealous streak.

      I reply, “Look, I’m just saying that we’ve just kind of taken some of their space and I’m not sure we’ve ever even really talked to them.”

      The Uppers have a silent conversation.

      The one furthest away from me says, “You are correct. We have never had a successful attempt at speaking with the Gods. Any of them. Tell us, what did Zeus have to say?”

      Their slimy powers try to slip into my mind, but I manage to keep them at bay.

      “Well, he was mad that I’ve been flying so much through his realm lately. But then he wanted to know what we’ve done to disturb the balance in the universe.”

      Upper Seven says to the other Uppers, “What makes this Hero so special that Zeus himself speaks to her?”

      Okay, I was starting to consider Seven an ally of sorts. That just went right out the fucking window, because now they’re all looking at me with the same looks on their faces. And that look says they don’t trust me. At all.

      Trace answers, “She just told you. He said the Heroes have been invading his space by zipping around through the sky, no offense Alpha. He probably just plucked the first Hero he found out of the clouds.”

      Marble asks, “What did you find in Silver City?”

      “Not much. And nothing that will help us.”

      Trace says, “We met one of the six residents there. She was nice, but I’m not sure she was all there.”

      “Oh,” an Upper says. “Do tell.”

      “She said the spirts sent us there to talk to her and then told us some legends of her tribe.”

      The Upper nods. “I see. Yes, it would appear she wasn’t a very good source of information.”

      I add, “And, there weren’t any signs of Doc, Ink, or any other Hero.”

      Marble turns to the Uppers. “Maybe we should try to reach out to the Gods, since they’ve made contact with us.”

      Seven says, “I think that is a good idea.”

      Without another word, the Uppers turn from us and move inside. I really don’t like those guys.

      Turning to Marble, I ask, “Are we free to go back to my place?”

      Trace jumps in. “Actually, if it’s okay with Marble, I’d like to take you to my place in Dallas?”

      I swear to god Marble’s jaw looks like it’s going to break in half.

      Trace goes on, “Only for the night, since we’re both off. We’ll be back early tomorrow. And we can come back right away if we’re needed.”

      Marble nods. “Fine.”

      When he’s gone, Trace turns to me. “Fuck. If he could see me, he would have totally hit me just now.”

      “You’re not wrong. So, why the sudden trip to Texas?”

      “We already know they bugged your house once. No telling who or what will be listening to us now. Thought we might be able to talk more freely at my place.” He grins. “Plus, I’m kind of hoping to get lucky tonight.”

      I snort. “We’ll see.”

      But, I’m thinking he’s totally going to get lucky.

      He holds out his hand. “Let’s go.”
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      Trace’s place is not what I expected. There are personal touches everywhere. He hasn’t violated any rules, but there are sports memorabilia from his favorite football team, as well as a signed jersey hanging on the wall. Too much white, silver, and blue on those walls, even if we are in Dallas.

      I point to the jersey. “Where’d you get that?”

      “I helped that player out of a situation a while back. He gave it to me in thanks.”

      He doesn’t elaborate and I don’t ask. But it kind of makes me wonder what kind of situation he helped the player with.

      “I’m surprised the Uppers let you keep it.”

      “They got signed items, too.” He rolls his eyes. “So it was okay to break the rules that one time.”

      I follow him through a cozy kitchen, to a back door. He opens it, letting me go out first. Even though it’s November, the weather is still decent in Dallas. He flips a switch by the porch and bulbs light up in the trees in the yard. Ahead, there’s a seating area that looks like it’s right out of a movie.

      I turn to him. “Wow, Trace.”

      “Some of us like our houses to feel like home.”

      “That might be the most Texan thing I’ve ever heard you say.”

      He shrugs and sits on one of the cushioned lawn chairs. I sit next to him, looking up.

      “The lights remind me of stars.”

      “That’s what I was going for. My old house – before – was smack dab in the middle of nowhere. Since they wouldn’t let me go back, I was determined to at least have this.”

      His statement makes me frown.

      “What?”

      “Just thinking about everything that they’ve taken from us. Our homes. Our stuff. Our families and friends.” I let out a shaky sigh. “I don’t think about it much, but when I do, it’s very hard not to get angry.”

      “Maybe things will change soon.”

      “Now you sound like the Gods and Edna.” But, I’m smiling.

      “Speaking of the Gods, did you notice how angry the Uppers were that Zeus reached out to us?”

      “I wonder why they’ve never tried to talk to us before?”

      “Oh, I’m sure there are a lot of reasons why. But the more important question is why now? And, I think they know more about the crater than they let on.”

      I lean back in my chair. “The crater thing bothers me. How does it work? And why reveal itself to Doc, Ink, and me?”

      What it really boils down to is, I don’t like the implications. Doc and Ink have gone Rogue. And then there’s me. If anyone finds out that I’ve seen the crater, they’re going to think I’m in cahoots with Doc and Ink.

      Trace says, “I’m not sure, Alpha, but I know one thing – our time is running out. If we don’t figure this out soon, I’m worried that the Uppers will.”
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      We spend the rest of the night vegging out on Trace’s couch, watching TV until it’s time for bed. And then we have all sorts of fun in the bedroom.

      Trace rolls off me, letting out a happy sigh. “Damn. That was good.”

      “I didn’t even have to use my new pink lusty power,” I reply with a laugh.

      He peers at me. “That’s because we’re meant to be together, right?”

      My mouth literally drops open and he laughs at me.

      “Kidding, Alpha. It’s way too soon to be thinking of the future.”

      But, I kind of get the feeling he’s looking for some kind of answer from me.

      “We have fun together, Trace. Let’s just leave it at that for now.”

      “Am I the only one you want to have fun with right now?”

      The shadow Villain crosses my mind and I shake my head. “No. But that doesn’t have to be a bad thing, does it?”

      He sighs. “I guess not. Just as long as we’re honest with each other, then I’m okay with it.”

      “Deal.”

      “Would you ever hook up with Marble again?”

      “Why would you ask that?”

      “Just curious.”

      “I’m sure Marble doesn’t want anything to do with me at this point.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      But, it kind of is.

      I reply, “Let me put it like this, I don’t see hooking up with him in the near future.”

      “Good. I like knowing I have him beat on something.”

      I’m about to reply when Trace’s watch buzzes, scaring the crap out of me.

      He laughs as he reads the message. “Jeez, Alpha. You act like your watch doesn’t go off all the time.”

      “I guess I forgot where I was for a bit.”

      He stands. “I need to get ready. My car will be here in ten minutes.”

      “Want me to hang around while you get ready?”

      He nods and pads to the bathroom. I get dressed while he’s in the shower. There’s something domestic about us getting ready together, and I’m not sure how I feel about it. Like, it’s nice, but it’s also a bit scary.

      Trace kisses me at the door. “I’ll see you in DC.”

      For the first time ever I feel compelled to say, “Please be safe out there.”

      “Always am.”

      But things are different, so I say it again. “Trace, please don’t take any chances out there.”

      He grins, showing off a dimple in his cheek. “Keep saying things like that and you’ll give a guy a lot of hope, Alpha.”

      One last peck on the cheek and he goes outside to the waiting car. When he’s gone, I head back to DC. I just wish I could shake the bad feeling that’s settled over my soul.
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      Marble’s waiting for me at my house and I’m not a bit surprised to see him there.

      “Been here long?”

      “Got word when you left Texas.” He pauses. “We need to talk.”

      I unlock my door and he follows me inside.

      “If this is about me and Trace-”

      “It’s not. We got a call about an hour. Someone reported a body.”

      I turn slowly. “Bodies are reported every day.”

      But this is different if he’s come here, to talk to me.

      “Is it Doc? Ink?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m about to go check it out and wanted to see if you wanted to come.”

      “Is this code for you need a ride?”

      He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “This is me trying to make up for being a dick toward you.”

      “Wow, Marble. I’m shocked that you’re admitting it.”

      I’m really shocked. He’s not the type to admit when he’s done something wrong.

      He nods his head once. “Shall we?”

      We go through the house, to my backyard. He takes my arm like he’s done it a million times, and I let out a laugh.

      “What?”

      “It’s been a long time since we’ve done this.”

      “Too long, Alpha.”

      The look he gives me sends my stomach into a million exploding stars. Holy crap. Does he miss me? The temptation to dive into his mind and look is overwhelming, but then I stop myself. If he’s still interested then I want him to say it. I don’t want to have to look for it in his mind.

      I smile up at him as we take off.

      He lets out a laugh. “I don’t remember it feeling like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like we’re traveling faster than a speeding bullet.”

      Oh crap - which means I’m going too fast. I slow my speed a tad and he relaxes.

      “Where are we headed?”

      “Alaska.”

      “Alaska? Really?”

      “Yeah. I thought it was strange, too. The anonymous tip is certain it’s a Hero, and since we have a couple unaccounted for-”

      I look into his eyes. “What are we going to do if it’s one of them?”

      “I’m not sure. The Uppers will be glad, of course, but that still doesn’t give us any answers. Like why they went Rogue.”

      We’re silent as we head toward Alaska. The air is frigid and I shiver as we land.

      He notices and says, “We might need to tweak these weatherproof suits.”

      “This is the first time the weather’s effected me.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You shouldn’t have to deal with the cold on top of everything else.”

      “Why Marble – it almost sounds like you care about me.”

      “You know I do,” he grumbles out.

      Not the declaration of love I was looking for, but still gives me an ounce of hope. I’m saved from making a smartass reply as several officers come toward us.

      “Hero Marble. Hero Alpha. Thank you for coming.” The man removes his sunglasses. “Hero Marble, the Uppers want you to identify the body.”

      Unease fills my body. That means it’s someone he knows. Marble gives me a small smile and follows the men toward a roped off area.

      Another officer comes to my side. “Hero Alpha, would you like a cup of coffee?”

      I nod. “That would be great.”

      I follow him to a makeshift tent where he pours coffee into a foam cup, and I dive into his mind.

      

      Are they certain it’s a Hero?

      Yes.

      How do they know?

      A human body couldn’t bend that way.

      Did you see the body?

      No.

      Why not?

      I’m new. My boss said I didn’t need to see something like this.

      

      I pull out of his mind and take the coffee. “Thank you, sir.”

      He nods and leaves me standing there. I try not to worry, but I can’t help it. What if the body is Doc? Or Ink? What am I going to do then? I’ve dated both in the past. Will that make me a suspect? Will Marble hand deliver me to the treatment facility? I sigh. Maybe that’s what the universe is trying to tell me – that I should just give in.

      I spend what feels like forever wallowing in self-pity and don’t notice Marble coming back. He touches my arm and I let out a yelp.

      “It’s Blot.”

      I look around his shoulder. “It can’t be.”

      Blot doesn’t die. That’s not how this works.

      “Alpha, it’s him. I identified the body myself.”

      I shake my head and try to move past him, but he stops me.

      “You don’t want to see this, Alpha.”

      Something in his tone makes me look up.

      “What happened to him?”

      “He was tortured before he died. There are- there are pieces of him missing, and, what’s left of him is at an unnatural angle.”

      My stomach roils and I fight back the bile threatening to rise up my throat. That’s why they didn’t want the new office to see it, either. It’s so gruesome that they know it would traumatize him for the rest of his life.

      “Who killed him?”

      Marble looks so freaking tired as he says, “There’s no signs of any Heroes. Or Villains.”

      So Doc and Ink didn’t do this. That’s good, I think.

      “Who killed him, then?”

      He breathes heavily through his nostrils. “Basics.”

      “Marble-”

      Saying something like that is dangerous. For us. But especially for them.

      “The officers told me their suspicions before they showed me the body. I only confirmed their thoughts. There’s no way a Hero or Villain could wipe their scent from the scene, but a Basic could.”

      “But why? Why kill Blot?” My voice rises with each word.

      He pulls me into his embrace, holding me tight against his chest. Through all the cold that is Marble I hear the steady beating of his heart and it soothes me as nothing else can. It’s always been that way, though, if I’m being honest.

      “I’m not sure, Alpha. Blot was one of the good guys and we’re not going to just let this go.”

      We stay there, holding each other for what feels like an hour, until his watch buzzes several times.

      He sighs. “I don’t want to answer them.”

      “Then don’t.”

      But, he’s already letting me go, just as he always does.

      “This is Marble.”

      Upper Seven asks, “Did you identify the body as a Hero?”

      “It’s Blot.”

      Seven nods. “Good. So, it’s not a Hero.”

      I start to say something, but Marble beats me to it.

      “Will all due respect, he was a Hero. He might not have had a title like us, but he was one of the good guys.”

      “That’s debatable. He was known to help the other side, too. I’ll let the others know that it wasn’t the Rogue Heroes. You and Hero Alpha should return to headquarters immediately.”

      The call ends and Marble lets out a frustrated sigh.

      “Marble, are you okay?”

      “I think they sometimes forget that they work for me.”

      I think we both know that’s not the case. Not anymore.

      He says, “Come on. We should go.”

      “This is why I took Trace to Paris, you know? I get tired of it, too. Sometimes, I just wish things were like they used to be.”

      He turns to me. “I know, Alpha. But things will never be like that again. Especially if Basics are killing us.”

      What I’m about to say is dangerous, but I’m tired of playing it safe.

      “They could be different. If we were all united.”

      “That’s not going to happen, Alpha. Heroes and Villains aren’t meant to work together.”

      I think of the shadow Villain and reply, “I think you might be wrong.”
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      When we get back to DC, Marble has me drop him off at headquarters and I head to my place. He didn’t seem angry at me when I left, which might be a first.

      Trace shows up just as the sun has gone down and I throw my arms around him when he comes inside.

      “I could get used to a welcome like this.”

      “Blot’s dead.”

      Trace freezes. “No!”

      “His body was found in Alaska.”

      He shakes his head, as if he can’t believe what I’m saying.

      “Who would want to kill Blot?”

      “It was a Basic.”

      “Alpha, that doesn’t make a lick of sense. Why would a Basic kill Blot?”

      “I’m not sure. The way he was killed,” I pause. “Marble wouldn’t even let me see him. Said there were parts missing.”

      “Fuck.” He runs his fingers through his hair. “Do you think this has something to do with Doc and Ink?”

      “I don’t know what to think, Trace. It all feels connected, though, and that scares me.”

      I remember what the shadow Villain said about things happening quickly. Maybe he was right.

      “I don’t like that look.”

      “What look?”

      “The look that’s on your face.”

      I sigh. “When I was in Chicago, the Villain said things would happen quickly.”

      He frowns.

      “That’s why I didn’t voice my thought out loud.”

      “Look, Alpha, I know we’re not exclusive, but I can’t say that I’m thrilled sharing you with a freaking man shrouded in shadows.”

      “Sorry.” But my tone is anything but.

      He wisely doesn’t say anything and picks up the remote. “Come on. Let’s watch some TV before duty calls.”
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      Something startles me awake and I open my eyes, trying to figure out where I am. Trace snores next to me in bed, his mouth slightly agape. My watch shows that it’s only midnight, and there aren’t any alerts from headquarters. So what on earth woke me up?

      The TV is making a static sound from the living room. That must be what woke me from my slumber. I slip from the bed and go to the living room and grab the remote from the table. When I hit the off button nothing happens.

      “What is it?” Trace asks from the doorway, wiping sleep from his eyes.

      “The TV’s on and I can’t get it to shut off.”

      “I turned it off before we went to bed.”

      He goes behind the TV and unplugs it from the wall. When nothing happens he meets my worried gaze.

      “Well, that’s not good.”

      My watch buzzes and it’s Knuckles calling.

      “Hello?”

      “Sorry to call so late. Is your TV on?”

      I glance at the snow-covered screen and reply, “Yes. Is yours?”

      “I’ve tried everything. If the sounds from the apartment above me are any indication, it’s not just me, either.”

      Trace musses, “I wonder if it’s some kind of emergency test.”

      “The TV is unplugged, Trace. I don’t think that’s how it works.”

      Knuckle says, “Shoot. I’ve got to go. Headquarters is calling me in.”

      I say to Trace, “Maybe we should go in, too.”

      He nods and we get dressed. By the time we get to headquarters, it’s a madhouse. Marble stands in the middle of it all, directing Heroes where to go. He sees me and motions me over.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Someone’s hijacked a satellite. Intel is suggesting whoever did this is about to broadcast.”

      “Is there anything we can do to help?”

      “We?” He looks around, letting out a sigh. “Trace, if your ass is over here, then I suggest putting on your coat. For now, all we can do is sit tight. We’ve got people working on tracing the link that overtook the satellite.”

      Trace puts on his coat and says, “Sorry, boss.”

      Marble runs his fingers through his dark hair. “The really shitty part is that Blot wouldn’t have had an issue tracking the hijacker down. None of our guys are as good as he was.”

      Was. I hate how much that little word hurts.

      His eyes soften. “Go to my room. I’ll come get you if there’s news.” To Trace he says, “And you, come on. I need your help with something.”

      Trace gives me a worried look as he follows Marble. I’m not doing anyone any good here, so I head toward Marble’s room.

      I’m almost to the door when I run into Upper Seven.

      “Good morning,” he says, showing his fangs. “I wasn’t aware that they called you in.”

      “I was talking to Hero Knuckles when she was called in. Hero Trace and I thought we should come in; in case we were needed.”

      “I see. I take it you weren’t needed?”

      I shake my head. “No. Hero Marble told me to stay in his room until I am needed.”

      “Very good. Or, if you’d like, we can go to my room and have a drink.”

      I really hope my mouth isn’t hanging open.

      “Uh, sure.” I let out a laugh. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were allowed to drink.”

      He smiles. “We are. Come.”

      He leads me to a door marked Restricted.

      It opens and an automated voice says, “Greetings Upper Seven.”

      “I’ve never been this way before.”

      This entire hallway is different than the rest of the building. Dark hallways with torches from the walls lighting the way. It’s literally like stepping into a medieval castle. The air is getting cooler, which means we’re going deep underground.

      Seven replies, “I would think not. Heroes are not allowed here unless invited by Uppers. Marble hasn’t even been down here.”

      “Wow. Well, thank you for inviting me.”

      I’m trying to play it cool, but my gut is screaming for me to run. That this might be too good to be true. We don’t pass another soul as we walk, finally reaching a hallway with sixteen doors.

      “My brothers and I live down here,” he says, taking me to a door marked VII.

      I let out a laugh and he peers down at me.

      “This is going to sound silly, so just go with me. Since you told me your name, I’ve been thinking Seven, like S-e-v-e-n. It never occurred to me that it might be V-I-I.”

      He chuckles, too. “No, you’re right. It’s S-e-v-e-n. They just used roman numerals on the door because Upper One thinks it looks fancy.”

      We’re both laughing as we enter his room. He turns on the light and I stop.

      “Holy shit.”

      His room is the exact opposite of the hallway we just walked down.

      “As you can see, we’re allowed to decorate our rooms to our choosing. This is what I like.”

      The only way to describe the room is clinical. White walls. Stainless steel furniture. No a speck of dust anywhere. Hell, you could perform a surgery in here with no problem. And there’s not one personal touch in the entire room. Trace thought my place looked unlived in. This room makes my house look cozy.

      He gestures toward the couch, so I sit.

      “Would you like some wine?”

      I nod and he goes to a small kitchen. He comes back handing me a glass.

      “Aren’t you having a glass?”

      “The Uppers do no partake in the same feedings as Heroes and Basics.”

      I moisten my lip. “Would it be rude to ask what you drink?”

      “No, not rude. Many have questioned what we are.” He smiles. “We drink blood.”

      Oh my god. Trace was right.

      “So, does that make you a vampire?”

      “Call it what you will. I drink blood to get by, but wasn’t bitten to become this way.”

      I grin. “Can you see your reflection in a mirror?”

      “Of course.”

      “Does garlic bother you?”

      “Only because I miss eating it.” He laughs. “And, no, you don’t need to worry. I’m not going to suck you dry.”

      Reader, don’t judge me for what is about to happen. Maybe it’s the bright white lights reflecting off his pale skin, or maybe it’s the wine, but I’m suddenly overcome with a sense of longing. Yes, I want to bang the vampire-guy.

      I put my glass down and turn to Seven. “Have you ever had the blood of a Hero?”

      His gaze goes right to my neck, where my pulse throbs.

      “No.”

      “Would you like to?”

      “It’s forbidden.”

      I lean in and say, “No one would have to know.”

      Need fills the air and he moves closer, too. “I wouldn’t want to mark your neck.”

      My lips brush against his. “It’s a good thing there are other veins that can be sucked.”

      He’s not cold, like I expected. Then again, I’ve never kissed a vampire before, so I’m kind of talking out of my ass on this one. My above statement must have been spot on, though, because he lifts me into his arms like I don’t weigh anything and carries me across the room to his giant bed. Yeah, not sure how I missed that when I walked in.

      He smiles down at me and says, “It was hidden. I have the ability to do that.”

      “Looking into my thoughts, Seven? Be careful. You never know what you’ll find in there.”

      I’m trying to be sexy, but I’m also serious. I can’t forget how dangerous this is. If I was smart, I’d get the fuck out of here.

      His fang scrapes over my bottom lip, piercing it. “Don’t worry, Alpha. Your secrets are safe with me.”

      And then he fucking sucks on my bottom lip, which must unleash some kind of horny she-devil, because we’re naked, like, two seconds later.

      He kisses a trail down my skin. When he gets to my breasts, he covers a mound with his mouth, sucking. But I can still feel the scrape of his fangs and I writhe beneath him wanting more.

      He says, “Careful. This is not a place you would enjoy being bitten.”

      “Is that a challenge?”

      He grins and moves lower. His hot breath hits between my legs and I let out a throaty moan.

      “Now this is a different story. The femoral artery. This can be deadly if punctured incorrectly.”

      He presses a spot on my inner thigh and I moan.

      “Do you trust me, Alpha? Do you trust me with your life?”

      I probably shouldn’t, but my gut tells me that I can trust him, at least in this moment.

      I spread my legs. “I do.”

      His fangs get longer and he moves between my legs. When they scrape against my skin, I moan.

      “Most movies have it all wrong, you know.” He says, kissing up my inner thigh. “When a vampire feeds, it’s not pleasurable. It’s the most intense pain the victim will ever feel in their lifetime.”

      There’s a sharp tearing of my skin and I let out a cry.

      “But, when a vampire feeds during intercourse, well, that is different.”

      His tongue swipes over my torn flesh and the pain goes away being replaced by intense pleasure. A moan bubbles up my throat and he smiles.

      “Now, let’s have some fun, shall we?”

      I nod and he moves to my other thigh. Again, there’s pain and then pleasure. This goes on for what feels like hours, until my throat is hoarse from screaming out his name. He runs a long finger through my folds, showing me his coated fingers. I know I’m aroused. Hell, I don’t think I’ve ever been this turned on, not even with the pink fog of lust.

      “Please,” I beg.

      He moves over me, eyes darker than the night. “I know I said I didn’t want to mark your neck, but I simply cannot resist.”

      “Yes,” I breathe out. “Anything.”

      His cock presses at my opening and I rock beneath him, trying to seek my pleasure. He gives me a wicked look as he bites into my neck. I scream out and, at the same time, he enters me in a single thrust. Pain and pleasure war with each other until I’m not sure which I’m feeling.

      He thrusts into me, sucking my neck at the same time. With each pulse of my heart I feel more alive. My stomach burns and I grind against him. And then I come. Hard. I cry out and the pink fog leaves my mouth, floating all around us.

      He’s still pounding into me, but says, “Now, that’s interesting.”

      I should be worried, but I’m not. The fog goes into his mouth and, like before, I’m overcome with an intense sense of longing that only Seven can satisfy. He rolls us so I’m on top and can ride him. Our slick bodies rock against each other as we seek our pleasure.

      Seven leans forward, capturing my nipple in his mouth. And then he bites. I scream and orgasm at the same time. He licks and sucks the tender flesh until I’m burning for him.

      “Come for me, Alpha.”

      With a deep moan, I come again, my pussy clenching and throbbing around his cock. He comes, too, and I’ve never felt so complete. I fall against him with a sigh and he laughs as he pushes my damp hair from my face.

      “That was unexpected.”

      I snort. “That was amazing.”

      “Were you going to tell anyone that you have a new power?”

      It’s hard to shield myself, especially when his cock is still deep inside of me.

      I sigh. “I was scared to say anything.”

      “As you should be.” He looks up at me. “Alpha, they’re not going to stop until you’re at the treatment facility.”

      “Why are the other Uppers so hell-bent on getting me there.”

      “It’s not us. It’s the government.”

      I freeze. It never occurred to me that it wasn’t the Uppers.

      “We’ve tried to protect you, but they see you as a threat. You’re too strong. Too fast. Too smart.”

      His words sink in.

      “Then they won’t stop until I’m dead.”

      “You’re right.”

      “What should I do?”

      He gives me a small smile. “I think you already know.”

      I’m blessedly saved from replying because my watch buzzes. It’s Marble.

      Seven says, “I would advise not answering that in here. Hero Marble did not react well when he discovered you had sex with Hero Trace. I’m sure this would not go over very well.”

      That makes me grin. Might be worth it just to see his expression.

      Seven kisses me. “Just remember that I’ll support anything you do.”

      “Thank you, Seven.”

      “Better get dressed. Duty is calling.”

      I climb off him with a sigh, missing him as soon as I step away. Now that’s something that surprises me.

      He says, “That feeling isn’t unusual. We’re connected now. The only thing that would make our bond stronger would be for you to have my blood.”

      “Can you hear my thoughts?”

      “Always.”

      I meet his gaze directly. “All of them?”

      “All of them. Even those you think you’re hiding.” He smiles. “But, I let you into my mind, so that you can trust me. Do you trust me, Alpha?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then go. And know that I’m here for you.”

      I finish dressing and leave his room without a backward glance. He’s known my thoughts this entire time and hasn’t said anything. That’s a lot to process, but it also gives me hope. Maybe I’m not fucked after all.
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      “Girl, you’re fucked! Marble’s been looking for you,” Knuckles says as I pass her in the hallway.

      “Where is he?”

      “In his office.”

      When I get to his office, I tap on the door. He’s sitting on the edge of his desk barking out orders on the phone.

      “Let me call you back,” he says as he hangs up the phone.

      His anger swirls in the air and I know this is going to be bad, so I step in and close the door.

      “Where in the fuck have you been? I went to my room looking for you and you weren’t there.”

      “Sorry. I was talking to Upper Seven.”

      And by talking, I obviously mean having the best sex of my life.

      His eyebrows lift. “Of course you were.”

      “Did you need something?”

      He sighs. “No.”

      “So, you went looking for me, but didn’t need me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Uh, okay.”

      His mouth opens at the same time Birdy bursts into the room. Her eyes are wild and her feathers are fluffed out.

      “I want to see my chicks. Now.” Her voice rises with each word until she’s screaming.

      Marble stands. “Birdy, I’ve told you – the chicks can’t be seen right now. They’re sick.”

      “I’m their mother. It’s my right to be with them.” A loud sob escapes her beak. “Please.”

      Regret fills his eyes. I stand, going to Birdy’s side.

      He says, “I’m sorry, Birdy. That’s not possible.”

      Her fists clench. “You’ll regret this, Marble. One day you’ll look back at this moment and realize this is the very second you lost everything.”

      She jerks away from me and leaves, her tears filling the hallways.

      “What would it hurt for her to see her babies?”

      He sighs. “It would be worse if she saw them. They’re not doing well, Alpha. I’m not sure anything can save them.”

      “This is so fucked up.”

      He looks at me.

      “Seriously, Marble, those are her babies and you and the Uppers have done god knows what to them. And now they’re dying. And Blake is probably dead, too. She’s not going to have anything left when this is over.”

      “I know.”

      “And yet you don’t do shit to stop it.” I shake my head. “I thought you were better than this.”

      I leave him standing in the middle of his office and try to chase down Birdy.

      Knuckles stops me. “The Uppers took her.”

      “To see the chicks?”

      “Don’t be naïve, Alpha. They’re going to lock her up for her outburst.” She shakes her head. “She’s not going to be there when her chicks die and I’m not sure that’s something she can come back from.”

      “Why is everything so fucked up?”

      “I’ve asked myself that a lot over the past few weeks.” She sighs. “Something’s got to give.”

      The lights flicker in the building and we both look up.

      “That’s not good.”

      Pandemonium erupts as Heroes race around.

      Trace comes toward us and yells out, “Get to a TV now!”

      Knuckles and I run to the main room and push our way forward. The screen has a logo spinning on it. A logo that looks like the Heroes logo, only upside-down.

      Marble storms into the room and calls out, “Tick. Tock. Get on that signal now. We are not going to let them air another message!”

      But, he’s too late. The screen focuses and the same voice as before speaks.

      “I have claimed another one of your precious leaders. This one not only enjoys the time with underaged minors-”

      Several images flash across the screen of the Senator doing things I can’t bear to repeat. There are gasps throughout the room and I try to remain calm.

      “But he also enjoys hurting those affected by the Changing.”

      I feel like I’ve been kicked in the gut as I finally see who killed Blot. The shadow Villain was right – it was someone from our government.

      “No,” I whisper. “No!”

      The broadcast goes on. Five spotlights turn on in the room over the missing senators and congressmen. They’re bound and gagged, but otherwise look unharmed.

      The voice goes on, “I will be collecting two more men. If the government has not met my demands in twenty-four hours, I will start executing these evil men, one by one. And you all will bear witness.”

      The feed ends and everyone turns to Marble, waiting for his command. For the first time he looks lost.

      I ask, “Tick. Tock. Were you able to get anything?”

      There’s furious typing coming from the other room and Tock calls out, “The signal’s still coming from Silver City, Oklahoma.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Tick replies, “We’re working on it, Alpha.”

      Marble snaps into action. “Alpha, you and Knuckles get to Silver City now.”

      He’s barking out other orders, but I don’t wait around. Knuckles and I go outside.

      She looks down at her suit. “I really hope I don’t tear through this material while we fly.”

      My lips twitch and I say, “Well, let’s just hope you don’t flash anyone while we’re airborne. I’m sure the media would have a field day with it.”

      She snorts and takes hold of my arm. I have us in Silver City three minutes later. I’m surprised to see a light dusting of snow on the ground.

      Knuckles looks around. “I’m totally creeped out right now.”

      “I am, too.”

      None of the houses have lights on inside and there’s not a soul in sight. We make our way down the street listening and sniffing the air for signs of Doc and Ink.

      I let out a laugh as we pass Edna’s house.

      “What?”

      “Ironically I can smell my scent and Trace’s from when we were here the other day.”

      We reach the end of the street and Knuckles says, “Let’s split up.”

      “You sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Girl, you can fly and I can rip a building in half. We’ll be fine.” She points. “I’ll check over there. You go that way.”

      She takes off before I can reply. She’s right, though. We’re unstoppable – but so was Blot.

      Crossing the street, I realize that I’m headed to the same spot where I found the crater. I pick up my pace, but when I get there I don’t find shit.

      My watch buzzes at the same moment.

      Marble asks, “Alpha, where’s Knuckles?”

      “She’s across the street looking around.”

      “We just lost her signal.”

      Horror blooms through my body like a spiderweb and I take off running.

      “Knuckles! Where are you?”

      The wind blows by, as if answering me, but there’s no signs of her. I can’t even pick up on her scent.

      “Marble, where was her last known location?”

      “Next to you, five hundred feet away.”

      “No, that can’t be right. We were there and then she said we should split up.”

      Marble closes his eyes and then says. “You need to get back here. Now.”

      For the first time in longer than I can remember, I’m scared.

      I nod. “I’ll be there in five.”

      I want to look around for my friend, but it’s no use. If they lost her signal, then she’s gone. But what does that mean for me?
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        * * *

      

      The other Heroes clear a path for me when I arrive back at headquarters. I search the crowd for Trace, but don’t see him. Marble meets me and takes me to his office.

      “How bad is it?”

      “It’s bad.” He pauses. “It’s been suggested that you harmed Knuckles.”

      “What? You know that’s not true!”

      “I’m not sure what to think. You are connected to Doc and Ink. And now one of your best friends is missing. You are the only common link. Surely you see how bad this looks for you.”

      “It might look bad, but I didn’t have anything to do with it, Marble!”

      “It’s out of my hands. I just got the call. The President wants you in a treatment facility tonight.”

      “Marble!”

      “I can’t stop this from happening, Alpha. They want you there.”

      “What have I done that makes me a suspect in this, other than knowing the missing people?”

      His jaw clenches.

      “You can’t tell me because I haven’t done a god damn thing. They want me there because they want to squish me under their thumb just like they’ve done to you.” I exhale loudly. “I really thought that you might be able to understand how fucked up this is. How wrong we’re being treated. But all you can see are the rules and how to follow them.”

      “Alpha-”

      “No.” I take a step back from him. “Just remember that I tried to stop this from happening. This isn’t on me. It’s on you.”

      “Alpha, I can’t let you leave.”

      “Then you’re going to have to stop me.”

      I know what he’s going to do before he stands. So, I do the only thing I can.

      I get the fuck out of there before he can stop me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      My watch buzzes and burns my skin as I fly far away from DC, warning me to turn around before it’s too late. I make a rash decision and head to Chicago, to Blot’s old house. There’s no telling how many people are looking for me right now, but I’m not going to go quietly. My watch buzzes again, searing my flesh. The doorman gives me a strange look as I rush up to the door, but he lets me in.

      “Mr. Blot said you’d be here today,” he says as I pass. “He said the package you needed was on the table by the door. He was a good man. I’m sure going to miss him.”

      “Me, too,” I manage to stutter out. “And thank you.”

      I step onto the waiting elevator and rocket into the sky. The pain from my wrist is making it hard to think. What did the doorman mean? How did Blot know I would be here today? And what package? The doors open and I stumble from the elevator, going to Blot’s apartment.

      When I enter, I halfway expect to see Blot standing there. Someone has come through and cleaned up the mess that was here days ago, making it look like nothing ever happen. That maybe Blot isn’t dead. And, sure enough, by the front door is a package with my name on it. I tear it open and see a note with Blot’s sloppy handwriting on it.

      

      Alpha,

      Always getting into trouble, aren’t you? This code will make the watch die.

      XX000-MRBB0930-1229JNS-PJM0117.

      The blue pill will deactivate the tracking device in your neck. If you’ve come this far, then there’s no turning back. I’m proud of you, as always.

      Love, B

      PS- Stop standing there. You have three minutes before they show up. And this is not how your story ends.

      

      His words snap me into action. I enter the code into my watch and it beeps once before unlocking. For the first time in over three years, my wrist is bare. The skin beneath is blistering, but I’ll deal with it later. I grab the blue pill and swallow it. I have no way of knowing if it’s worked, but I know my time is almost up.

      There’s one last thing in the box, so I tuck it into my suit before going to the window. Sirens light up the ground beneath me and a helicopter flies toward the building. But the mother fuckers are too late.

      I leap from the window, letting myself free-fall before I take off. I think I hear Marble yelling my name on the wind, but it might just be my imagination. Blot is right – there’s no turning back. So I head to the source of all of my problems.

      There’s no one waiting to grab me when I land in Silver City, Oklahoma. They probably don’t know where to look for me, especially since they can’t track me. I look around, making sure no one is outside. And then I go to the last house on the street.

      The door is unlocked, so I slip inside. It’s pitch black, but I make my way down the hallway. I try to ignore my erratic pulse as I reach a door. Slowly, I turn the knob and make my way down the stairway. When I reach the bottom, I stop. Ink stands near the missing men, and is in the process of putting silver tape over one of the men’s mouth.

      He turns when he sees me, smiling. “Baby girl. What took you so long?”

      A wide smile spreads across my face. “Had to tie up some loose ends. Blot left me a package at his place.”

      Ink shakes his head. “Still can’t believe he’s gone.”

      Knuckles moves into sight. “He knew what would happen. Said he was willing to die for the cause.” She comes over, hugging me. “He won’t be the only one we lose, either.”

      I hug her back. “We’ve got this.”

      Moving into the room, I let the fear lingering in the air fuel me on. It hangs thick in the air, so much that I can almost taste it.

      “Are you ready?” Ink asks.

      “Readier than I’ve ever been.”

      “We go live in five.”

      I cross the room and grab the sack with my outfit. I change behind the screen and step out, doing a little twirl.

      “How do I look?”

      Knuckles grins. “Like the Villain.”

      We both laugh. One of the Senators makes a sound in the back of his throat, getting my attention. I go to him, pulling the gag from his mouth.

      “Yes?”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      That makes me snort. “Do you really have to ask?”

      “I have money. I can pay-”

      I lean in, so close that our lips brush. He lets out a sigh as he becomes affected by me. I don’t even have to let the pink fog out.

      “I don’t want your money, Senator. I want you to pay in a different way.”

      I shove the gag back in his mouth, going to Ink’s side. His eyes are dark with lust as he looks down at me.

      “What?”

      “You better be careful letting too much of that shit into the air. Might not be able to contain myself.”

      I reach down, cupping his cock. “Maybe that’s what I want.”

      He lets out a growl, pulling me against his body.

      Doc says from across the room, “We don’t have time for this.”

      “Party pooper,” I reply.

      Doc’s the one who discovered what the pink fog could do, but I’m the only one able to harness the power.

      Ink replies, “Come on, Doc, there’s always time to fuck our girl.”

      I say, “He’s right, Ink. We don’t have time now, but you can rock my world later. And so can he.”

      His lips brush against mine. “Deal.”

      Trace snorts across the room. “I assume I’m in that schedule somewhere, too?”

      “Of course you are, Trace.”

      He grins. “We’re live in three, Alpha.”

      I make a circle around the congressmen and senators. They’ve each earned their chairs here in one way or another. Tonight, they pay for their sins. I stop in front of the one who killed Blot.

      He glares up at me, daring me to remove his gag. So, I do.

      He spits right in my face. “Fucking alien.”

      I lean, brushing my lips against his. He wants to resist but can’t. It thrills me knowing this – that I’m the one with power, not him. He lets out a deep moan as I finally kiss him.

      “You’re going to be the last to die,” I say against his lips. “And I’m going to kill you the same way you killed Blot.”

      He actually whimpers and I smile, shoving his gag back in.

      Trace calls out, “One minute.”

      I look around the room filled with my loved ones. Doc. Ink. Trace. Knuckles. There are only two missing and they’ll be here as soon as they can.

      I put the mask on. Tonight is the last night that I’m going to hide behind a disguise. After this, the world will know that I’m the one behind this. And then things will change. Because I’m going to make sure that they do.

      Trace says, “We’re live in three, two, go…”

      I turn to the camera and deliver my last speech. Tomorrow, our plan will be in full effect and Basics will have no choice but to listen to what we have to say.

      Hey now – don’t be surprised by these turns of events. I literally told you what was going on, way back in chapter one.  Go ahead and look. I’ll wait. We’re not all good. You just didn’t know I was talking about myself.

      Before you go, I want you to know something. I’m not bad either. But, I’m going to make sure that everyone who hurt me pays. Starting with the man who hurt me most of all. They’ve seen me rise. And now they’re about to see my fury.

      
        
        Coming Soon: Fury
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        Anti-hero.

        Rogue.

        Outlaw.

        Bad guy.

        Villain.

        I told you from the beginning – We’re not all good. You just didn’t know I was talking about myself. I’m not bad either. But, now I’m on a mission to make those who hurt me pay. Starting with the man who hurt me most of all.

        Heroes.

        Villains.

        All fighting for answers.

        All fighting each other.

        My name is Alpha. You’ve seen me rise. Now, you’ll feel my fury.

        ***This is a Reverse Harem Romance with adult themes.***
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