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The story of every Chosen One begins with a choice…
And Ted Finley wasn't always the top pick for the job…
Discover the story BEFORE the story.
Click here and register on the next page to get the free prequel to The Viral Superhero Series.



PROLOGUE
A bolt of blue lightning tore through the forest clearing, arced around a fallen tree, and struck a murdered corpse. Most Treasure High students would've called her cheerleading uniform sexy, if it weren’t for the red, gaping stab hole in the side. Unless they were into that sort of thing. When the unnatural light struck her buried body, the pale, decomposing torso regained its natural color, as did the rest of her now warming body. Underneath the dirt, her abdomen rebuilt itself, her heart once again pumped oxygen-rich blood, and dormant nerves fired to open her eyes for the first time in 30 days.
The cheerleader coughed out some earth as she stood, glaring at her surroundings. "Always in the ground. For once, couldn't I just be in a nice casket? Or locked in a closet?"
She felt her legs, arms and chest and then studied the contours of her face with her hands.
"Not bad. At least a 9." The former corpse brushed her backside. "Maybe even a 10. Let's see what she can do."
After a quick, deep breath, the cheerleader dashed forward into a full sprint. She did what came naturally to her body. A cartwheel. A series of impressive flips. She topped it all off with a midair spin before she landed solidly on the ground.
"Good. Good." The cheerleader caught her breath. "I can kill with this body."
She saw a squirrel run by as a siren echoed through the clearing. The cheerleader watched the Sheriff’s Department SUV come to a screeching halt in the muddy grass. A well-built man in uniform emerged from the driver’s side with a panicked look on his face.
"Holy hell." He looked from the sky to her bloody top and back. "Were you struck by lightning?"
No, Sheriff. I am the lightning, she thought.
"I'm fine." She put on her best teenager smile. "It's an… old wound."
She always dreaded the first encounter after crossing over. Some of them were much bloodier than others.
"Wait a second." The sheriff’s mouth slacked open. "Erica?"
It usually took a name to jog the memories from her former inhabitant. The man was the local sheriff and she was Erica LaPlante, a cheerleader, a slut, and the girl at the top of the popularity food chain. At least, that's who she used to be.
"Hey, Sheriff Norris. It really has been too long."
"It's been a month." The sheriff's jaw hardened. "We assumed the worst."
They were right to assume that Erica had died, but thankfully, that was one of the few memories the body's new resident didn't have to deal with. Other parts of the teen’s past flooded back. Her parents. Her friends, including the sheriff’s straight-A daughter, Jennifer. Erica could even see the fifth of vodka in the back of her high school locker. The memories were as real as if she lived them herself, but she knew her mission was the only thing that mattered.
"Where on Earth were you?"
Erica arched an eyebrow. "That's the thing, sheriff. I wasn't on Earth at all. But I could use your help to show me around the place."
Tiny arcs of blue electricity danced between her fingers.
The sheriff took a step back. "There's something wrong with your hand."
Erica bridged the gap. "I've gotta warn you, the first part hurts." The blue lights brightened. "And the second part isn't any better."
With a yelp, he tripped over an exposed root and fell onto his back. Before he could even grasp his sidearm, Erica had her hands on his temples.
"Nothing personal, but a mission is a mission. Now hold still."
A light shot out of Erica's hands and tunneled through the sheriff's skull. His eyes blazed a bright blue. The nearby forest was the only witness to his screams of pain.
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Ted Finley could feel his worst nightmare coming to life: the dreaded breakup brunch.
"You know, you aren't very manly, Ted." Natalie nonchalantly sipped the last of her chocolate and vanilla milkshake when she said it.
Ted looked anywhere but into her deep, brown eyes. "That's what they tell me." His gaze locked on one of the first edition manuscripts that lined the walls of Page’s. "But isn't that refreshing and different?"
"It was."
Ted felt his fingers instinctively reach for a paper straw wrapper, which he naturally rolled into a tiny ball. "That's pretty past tense."
When he finally caught her cold stare, Natalie remained silent. The first lips he'd ever kissed were firmly shut. A familiar ball of nervous energy grew in the pit of his stomach. Far too much silence went by before she spoke.
"You've been acting pretty strange for someone who wants this thing to have a future."
Ted looked down at his favorite meal, The Sugar Crash, though he felt anything but energetic. The first high school relationship that progressed past the "Hi, I'm Ted" stage was falling apart. And it was all his fault.
He sighed. "I’m sorry, Nat. I'm trying."
Natalie stuck her fork into the center of her waffles. It stood straight up like a fence post. "You've been at my games. We've gone out to movies. We've hung out in Dhiraj’s basement." She shook her head. "But for the last month you haven't really been there."
Ted looked around for an out. Even his favorite waitress Sandra was too far away for a time-saving refill request. Natalie's eyes bore into the mushy stuff at the bottom of his soul.
He gulped. "You're right. Ever since Erica went missing–"
"You two aren't even friends! You weren't even talking!" Natalie's Jersey drawl heightened with her anger. "I get that she was literally the girl next door. But she moved, she moved on, and then she skipped town."
Ted’s stomach butterflies grew razor wings.
"You're supposed to be my boyfriend. Instead, you’re the only person left who thinks she might be out there."
Ted couldn't help but picture his former friend chained up in a basement or buried in a ditch. He hadn't exchanged more than a glance with Erica in three years. And yet, he was right up there with Jennifer Norris helping to organize search party after search party.
Natalie cracked her long, powerful knuckles. "So, you're going to have to make a choice."
His forehead wrinkled. "Punch in the face or kick in the groin?"
She almost smiled. Almost. But almost wasn't enough. "You keep obsessively looking for your golden girl or you stick with me. I don't have enough time for in between."
Ted’s throat closed up as he tried to swallow. He knew the popularity queen Erica LaPlante would never search for him if he went missing. She wouldn't even bat an eye, while Natalie would tear down a brick wall with her bare hands to find him. And yet…
"I don't want to give up on anybody." He slouched forward. "You or her."
Ted watched Natalie as she slowly stood. He forgot to breathe.
"Not making a choice is a choice, Ted."
He sunk deeper into the booth. "I'll get the check."
"I'm breaking up with you." She tossed down a crumpled up 20. "The least I can do is buy your waffles."
"I'm sorry I couldn't give you what you wanted, Natalie."
She smirked. "I've been elbowed in the face before. I'll survive."
"Good."
They looked at each other for a long moment.
"See you around, Finley."
With that, Natalie walked away.
You are the biggest idiot alive.
Ted looked over his shoulder and saw Natalie hold the door open for a group of five tough-looking men with strange tattoos.
Get up and stop her!
He didn't move a muscle.
Come on, Ted.
He remained a statue as he hoped Natalie would turn back. She didn't. He watched the door to Page’s close with a slam.
And that's when he started turning blue.
A pulse of energy burned his insides as it coursed through his veins and sparked from his fingers. He gritted his teeth and shut his eyes to avoid from publicly shrieking in pain.
"I’m dying. I’m single and I’m dying!"
Ted assumed he’d open his eyes to countless stares. He steeled himself against the embarrassment, but when his lids lifted, everyone around him continued to munch on, unawares, as the blue light moved to his shoulders and chest. Along with the fiery sensation came energy that felt like pins and needles in every muscle.
Somebody has to be seeing this. Right?!
Ted spied his waitress, Sandra, chatting with four of the gruff-looking men Natalie had let in. The energy continued to move into every part of his body. He began to shake, and when he gripped the booth to stabilize himself, the table shook as well. And somehow, nobody seemed to notice him at all.
"How many people spontaneously combust every year?" He laughed to himself as his teeth chattered and tears pooled in his eyes. "I think I’m about to become a statistic."
As the energy sizzled up his neck, Ted heard a scream from the kitchen. His glance in that direction made him realize all the blinds had been drawn. One of the thugs chatting with Sandra jumped up on the table, sending gasps throughout the room and forks clattering to the ground.
The tattooed felon cocked his pistol. "Heads up, phones down." His confident British accent filled the room. "Begging your pardon, but you better follow our instructions, or you’ll lose a lot more than your wallets."
The skinny Brit waved his gun in the air, causing several diners to cower and shriek. Ted had never seen a firearm this close up, but the current pulsing through his body made him numb to emotion. He noticed a woman at the table next to him begin to sob silently, her tears dripping onto her patty melt and soaking into the bread.
"Anyone sends a text, tweet, or snap gets a bullet in the head." He smiled like a kid on Christmas. "Toss the phones in the bag."
When a massive fellow tattooed thug passed by, Ted didn't hesitate to toss his cell in with the others. The musclehead hardly gave him a glance as he gathered all the phones. Ted noticed the pain in his body subside as the energy dipped to a low, controlled hum.
"I was once like all of you." The thug’s face beamed. "I had regrets. My life was a constant disappointment." He tapped his gun against the tattoo on his bicep. "Now everything is different. And you'll be some of the first people in the world to feel the same way."
As Ted watched the patrons’ confusion spread throughout the diner, he instinctively reached for the pile of paper straw balls he'd rolled earlier. As his fingers moved ahead, the bits of paper slid away. When his hand inched forward again, the tiny white spheres continued to shift.
What the–
"Now tell me." The Brit’s teeth glistened. "Who wants to go first?"
Ted attempted to grasp the papers one more time. Before he could, they shot out in every direction, most of them careening off the side of the table. He hadn't even come close to touching them. It seemed insane, but he was pretty sure he'd moved the wrappers with his mind.
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Stucky never liked holding a gun, but here he was pointing a weapon at a kitchen of cooks. It's not that Nigel and the others trusted him; after all, he'd nearly blown off his brother Tank’s foot during a dry run. But Nigel, or whatever he'd become, was now the man in charge. If he said they needed guns for Phase One, then that's what they'd do. It's Phase Two that still gave Stucky shivers.
None of them deserve this.
He watched his powerful brother grab the last of the patrons’ phones. Tank was focused and bloodthirsty. He wasn't himself anymore either.
Nobody deserves this.
Stucky still couldn't believe what he'd seen. Resurrection. Magic. Whatever the hell it was, Nigel wasn't the same man he’d met in a cell a dozen years ago. That man would never plan a mass murder. And it was all because of Stucky.
The thug had never been in a restaurant kitchen before. The room was all stainless steel and every inch of it smelled like oil and sugar. He turned off all the burners as Nigel had instructed him to do and then lifted a sausage patty off one of the skillets and took a bite. He burned his tongue and almost let out a curse before realizing he was in view of half a dozen hostages. Nigel told him never to show weakness.
"That's good sausage." He blew on the rest of the patty to cool it down.
He poured himself some water and chugged it, before topping it off with a spray from a can of whipped cream and a short squirt of chocolate sauce. He wondered if the cooks would make him a proper meal after the ritual was complete.
As he thought about his rumbling stomach, he heard the sound of fabric against linoleum. Stucky spun around and nearly pulled the trigger on a shorthaired waitress.
He kept his voice a whisper. "Hey! What're you doing?"
Stucky recognized the girl from the rainbow-colored butterfly tattoo on her left hand. She'd served them when they'd cased the joint a week earlier. The waitress was only a few feet away from a landline phone that none of the gang had spotted until now.
The girl stopped cold and looked at Stucky's gun. "Why are you whispering?"
"I'm trying to keep you from getting killed." Stucky could feel his gun hand getting sweaty. "Why don't you just sneak out the back?"
He could see that the girl was tempted. She glanced toward the back door, but instead, she continued to inch toward the phone.
"I'm giving you an out, don't be a hero."
"I'm not leaving without everyone."
Stucky felt Nigel's glance from across the restaurant. He looked up and met it.
"Everything OK back there, old friend?"
Stucky knew he was dooming the waitress if he pointed her out, but the alternative could get him killed.
"Nigel! Someone's trying to call the cops." Stucky ripped the cord out of the phone and grabbed the girl by her right wrist. "You gave me no choice."
She scowled. "If you even touch my customers, I'll make you pay."
Nigel strutted into the kitchen and grinned at the waitress. "The check’s in the mail, Sandra. I think you just became our first volunteer."
The waitress backed away and dove for something on the countertop. She came away with a large chef’s knife.
"Nigel, wait!"
When the Brit reached for her, Sandra sliced at his arm, leaving a long, red gash. Blood started to trickle out of Nigel's wound.
"I'm not going down easy." Her grip tightened around the weapon. "Shoot me if you have to."
Without warning, the blood oozing out of Nigel's arm began to retract itself into the wound. It only took a few moments for skin to form where the laceration had been, and in mere seconds, he was completely healed.
Sandra’s face went white. "What the hell are you?"
"The next stage of humankind. And soon, you will be, too."
The waitress stabbed at Nigel again, but this time he slapped the knife out of her hands. He gave Stucky a nod before he placed his arms around Sandra's waist and hoisted her up over his shoulder.
"Stop it! Put me down!"
Nigel walked her out of the kitchen, and Stucky watched as the cooks cringed.
Stucky saw Nigel pass off the girl to Yarrick, a no-nonsense Russian who was more than willing perform the ritual and add to their ranks. Stucky hoped that responsibility would never fall to him.
The Russian held the girl tightly and ripped one of her sleeves clean off her shirt. Stucky expected Sandra to cry, but she looked more angry than upset. Yarrick held her tight while the job's fifth man, Carter, the technician, spoke a strange incantation. After three repetitions, a symbol appeared on the girl's arm.
Now the waitress matched everyone else in the gang. Nigel said the symbol was part of an ancient language. When Tank was killed, his tattoo lit up like a blue Christmas tree before he was taken over by something from another world.
Sandra rubbed at the unwanted design. "What are you doing to me?"
"You wanted to be a hero." Nigel spoke his words to the entire room. "You wanted to be a part of the story. I'm just granting you your wish. You were a waitress before. I'm going to make you a legend."
The girl tried to wrestle free of Yarrick.
"She's pretty strong." The Russian chuckled. "She'll make good addition."
Carter finished the incantation and backed away, as the woman’s arm began to shake.
"What the hell, you're hurting me! What did you–"
Nigel quieted her with a look. "It's your destiny, love. Yarrick, would you like the hon–"
"Get your hands off her," a voice cracked from across the room.
Stucky watched in awe as a lanky teenager stepped forward. The kid didn't exactly strike fear in the hearts of man, but he admired the boy’s guts.
"Let her go."
This time the boy sounded more confident. Something about him made Stucky nervous.
Tank scoffed from the front door. "Maybe you should wait till your voice drops before you go saving the day, kid."
The gang laughed. Even Stucky joined in, despite the tension of the moment. The insults didn't phase the teen, as he continued to move toward Yarrick and the waitress.
"You're killing her." The Russian tightened his grasp around the girl. "Why don't you sit down and wait your turn?"
"No."
Yarrick tossed the waitress to Carter and charged at the boy. The Russian grunted when he reached full speed. Time seemed to stand still when the boy held out his hands and Yarrick flew backward. It was as if he had been pushed by a hurricane gust of wind. Yarrick looked like a wire was pulling him through the air as he whipped backward. The Russian crashed back-first into a jukebox, shattering the glass with a tremendous crash.
Stucky nearly dropped his gun. "What are you?"
The boy was equal parts confused and impressed. "I'm Ted."
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Ted looked down at his hands as if they weren't even a part of his body. He glanced at the now obliterated jukebox with a large Russian sitting on the top and then back to his hands. The nervous mass of energy in his stomach dissipated for the first time in years. Finally, he put two and two together.
I just did that. Holy crap!
The thug who made the incantation stood up and circled him in a fighting stance. Ted put his hands out as he had before and watched the crook levitate several inches off the ground.
"What are you doing?"
Ted studied his hands and lifted them up. As he did, the man floated higher into the air.
A smile spread across Ted’s face. "I'm hanging you out to dry."
The thug flailed his arms and legs as Ted continued to lift the man up, up, and accidentally into the path of the ceiling fan. The wooden blades smacked him twice in the temple. A few cracks startled Ted, causing him to let the man fall straight down. The thump of the thug’s weight against the floor made Ted wince.
That could've gone better.
He heard a clapping sound from across the room. Ted looked up to see the gang’s ringleader slowly putting his hands together. He was the only one of the thugs wearing a smile, and the grin was from ear to ear.
"Ted, Ted. It's great to meet you. I never thought they'd send a living soul to deal with little old me."
Ted moved his hands into the ready position. He'd send the Brit into the wall if he needed to. Even if it meant taking out one of his favorite decorative books.
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"How unfortunate." The leader wore a fake pout. "You don't even know who you are? You must realize that you play a very important part in all of this."
Ted’s pulse quickened. "If I'm so important, then let everybody go and keep me."
The Brit raised his eyebrows. "So selfless. Let me give you a little history lesson, Ted. Your world is a bargaining chip in the middle of a cosmic civil war."
The ringleader moved closer and Ted’s heart skipped a beat.
"I'm warning you!"
When the Brit kept on coming, Ted knew he had no choice. He thrust his hands toward the man. But the thug somehow swatted Ted's power away like a gnat.
Not good. Not good!
The ringleader didn't break his stride. "And in any war, there are casualties."
Ted stepped back and let his power fly with a grunt, but again his opponent had no trouble deflecting it away.
His palm sweat dripped to the floor, as Ted’s last attempt made no impact whatsoever. The Brit grabbed Ted by the throat and lifted him into the air.
He fought for oxygen as his world darkened.
The ringleader tightened his grip. "The losers end up with the most casualties, Ted. Sorry you're on the wrong side."
Ted pulled at the fingers around his throat and panic started to set in.
Don’t wanna die. Don't wanna die!
In a flash of insight, he remembered a booth with a loose table in the corner of the room. Ted focused all his dwindling energy on ripping out the nuts and bolts with his mind. He could feel the metal turning as he fought for air. The moment he heard the scattered hardware slide along the floor, he pictured sending the heavy table in their direction.
The rectangular projectile flew across the room and nailed the Brit in the lower back. He dropped Ted with a snarl. During a dizzy roll to his side, Ted welcomed as much air into his lungs as possible.
He coughed. "Thank you, shoddy craftsmanship." Ted looked up to see Nigel completely recovered and his heart sank.
"Very clever, boy." He grabbed Ted by the shirt. "But clever only gets you so far."
The Brit tightened his grasp and tossed Ted like a rocket. Air streamed by his cheeks as he picked up speed. He'd barely braced himself when he crashed arm first through the window on the diner’s back door. The sharp burst of pain and the sight of pavement filled his world as he shut his eyes and braced for impact.
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Natalie pouted on her bed. It had been years since she ditched her orange and purple basketball sheets for a more modern design, though her current state of emotions made her feel like a little kid again.
"I'm the one who broke up with him. I shouldn't be upset. I should feel free."
She felt the opposite. It's not like she was the sort of person who played the relationship field. Ted was the first person who even acknowledged having a crush on her. Most guys wanted to take her out on the court, not take her out to dinner. She'd had high hopes for Ted, and for a little while he'd lived up to them.
"You aren't so tough," he'd say. "Deep down, you're Martha Stewart."
Most of the time, Natalie wanted to be seen as an athlete first and a girl second. There were occasional moments, though, and they were becoming more frequent, that she wanted to be treated like she was beautiful.
A month ago, when she saw him in his homecoming suit and took in the way he looked at her in a blue gown, she felt more like a typical girl than ever before. Ted's eyes seemed to focus on every part of her at once. With her mother’s makeup help, Natalie almost didn't recognize herself in the mirror, and she told Ted as much.
His eyes glistened. "Now you get to see what I always see underneath."
She didn't remember many words spoken the rest of the dance, because after he'd said that, she was either kissing him or putting her head on his chest for the next three hours. At the end of the night, she told Ted she loved him.
That's when things started to go downhill.
"Really?"
"It's the truth."
"I'm... thank you."
And that was where the conversation ended. The next day in school, Ted was more distant and she couldn't tell why. She assumed it was those three little words, until Dhiraj cleared things up.
"At the dance, that's when the rumor spread that Erica had run away."
She felt her stomach twitch even now. After she told Ted she loved him, she later realized the reason he didn't reciprocate was because he still loved that skinny, popular shrew of a cheerleader. Even though Erica wouldn’t acknowledge his existence, he refused to let those feelings go. At that very moment, Natalie had begun to plan the breakup in her mind.
Sighing away the memory, she took the homecoming dress out of her closet and brought it over to the bed. She touched the fabric and looked at the photo frame she had by her bedside. Of all the pictures they'd taken before homecoming, Natalie chose to print out the goofy shot, her with her tongue sticking out and Ted flexing.
"I ended things. But he never started them." Her eyes welled up. "He still loved her."
She rolled over to her end table and grabbed her phone. After a deep breath, she texted Dhiraj.

Dhiraj Patel had just put the finishing touches on his latest viral blog post in the making when he received Natalie's text.
"You awake?"
He chuckled to himself as he typed his response. "It's Sunday, you know I get up at 5."
Dhiraj assumed that regular teenagers slept until noon on the weekend, but he ate average for breakfast. The teenage entrepreneur was already well on his way to paying for college with his network of passive income websites and shrewd investments. A full cash payment for his Wharton MBA was next on his hit list. The front page of his website said it all with a featured high-resolution image of him sitting with his feet up at a desk and a cigar hanging out of his mouth.
His phone buzzed again with the expected, but unfortunate news.
"I broke things off with Ted."
Last year, when Natalie told Dhiraj she was going to ask Ted out, it was the most nervous he'd ever seen her, and he'd even witnessed her throw up before a state playoff field hockey game. 
"What if he says no?"
"Then you're not allowed to beat him up."
Natalie punched Dhiraj in the shoulder. He had a bruise in that spot for the next three days.
After Ted said yes to Natalie's request, the three of them went out to celebrate at Page's. He sighed when he thought of it ending in the same place.
Dhiraj dialed up Natalie and heard the uncharacteristic emotion in her voice.
She sniffled before speaking. "Hi."
"How did he take it?"
He'd known it was coming – even though Natalie hadn't told him outright, all the hints were there. The two of them were going on fewer dates, they didn't laugh nearly as often, and their awkward public displays of affection were down to a minimum.
"He apologized and tried to pay for brunch."
Dhiraj wasn’t surprised at the gesture. After all, Ted was the only one on the local seventh grade baseball team who was willing to talk to him after 10 consecutive strikeouts. Dhiraj was much more successful as the business manager of the girl's field hockey team, which connected him with Natalie and put them on the inevitable, ill-fated course toward becoming "Tedalie."
"Did he cry?"
"He almost cried. I nearly cried."
Dhiraj couldn't imagine Natalie crying, though rumor had it that the end of the movie Rudy could make her weepy.
"It's alright, Nat." He did his best to smile through the phone. "Now we can go back to just being friends like before."
"I don't know, Dhiraj. Maybe it'll never get back to normal."
"On TV sitcoms, the main characters always stay friends after dating."
"That's because they're under contract."
Dhiraj wondered if Natalie was right. Would he have to hang out with them separately for the rest of high school? Would he have to choose between the two of them? He would never do that. The people he loved were like the stocks Warren Buffett bought: they were for keeps.
He sighed. "Do you want me to check in on him?"
"Could you?"
Dhiraj logged into one of his many social media accounts. It was one he kept personal and away from his many business dealings.
He sent Ted a message. "Hey buddy, I heard the news. Are you doing OK? Do you need an ice cream?"
Ted was obsessed with returning messages right away. He never wanted to keep anybody waiting. That’s why Dhiraj thought it very odd when two minutes of radio silence went by.
Dhiraj shrugged. "Maybe he's in the can. So, how's Jennifer?"
Natalie groaned. "Ugh, can't you go a day without talking about her?"
Dhiraj had eyes for one woman and one woman alone. Jennifer Norris wasn't considered a knockout by most, but Dhiraj refused to rate any girl higher. Truth be told, his stint with the girl's field hockey team was all about her. She always seemed to be dating someone whenever he got the courage to ask her out. Despite his numerous fiscal goals, Dhiraj placed scoring a date with Jennifer at the top of his priority list.
Dhiraj knew that distraction was the best medicine during a time like this. The basketball and field hockey star had employed the same technique when his mother passed away in ninth grade.
"Any word from Ted?"
Dhiraj glanced up at his screen. There was no reply. There wasn't even a "seen" tag.
"Nothing yet. He must be really upset. Do you think he'd have a breakdown in the middle of Page's?"
"Dhiraj! Don't say that."
"I'm going to check."
Natalie growled at him as he loaded up his Twitter feed. He searched for Page's. He was surprised to see a similar message come up several times in the last five minutes.
Dhiraj squinted. "Hmm."
"What is it?"
"There's nothing about a breakdown, but several people said that Page's is closed."
"It's not. I was there 20 minutes ago."
"One says, 'Page's closed on a Sunday? Lame.' That's from two minutes ago."
Natalie began speaking more quickly. "It was packed, Dhiraj. Something strange is going on."
Dhiraj thought of the possibilities. There were the positive ones, like Page's running out of food, and there were the negative ones, like Ted freaking out and getting the place shut down. Dhiraj hoped for the former.
"I'm sure it's fine. Ted just dropped his phone somewhere and Page's is having a private event. I'll call Ted's house."
Natalie did not sound convinced. "Okay."
"Don’t worry about it. I’ll let you know as soon as I find something out."
"Thanks, Dhiraj."
He hung up and dialed the Finley residence, but nobody picked up there, either. He ended the call before the answering machine could kick in. Dhiraj looked back up at his feed and tried to put the pieces together.
"Where are you, Ted Finley? And wherever you are, are you having a breakdown?"
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After Nigel threw the kid through the window, Stucky assumed the jig was up. He figured they'd run and try this again in another diner in another town. Much to his surprise, Nigel was able to calm everybody's nerves with relative ease.
"We all have options, ladies and gentlemen. One of them ends with you dead on the pavement. Wouldn't you much rather choose door number two?"
The patrons who screamed and shrieked during the confrontation quieted down. Stucky could tell that they'd resigned themselves to death either way. The mood in the room was black.
"Tank, please dust off Yarrick so he can help me with the ritual."
In all the hubbub, Stucky had nearly forgotten about his comrade. Yarrick was bloody and bruised, but standing. Tank used a laminated menu at the hostess station to brush the glass from Yarrick's back.
The Russian grunted and shook off the cobwebs. "I'm right as rain, boss."
"Good. It’s your time to shine."
As Yarrick approached, Stucky spied Carter on the ground. He was motionless but breathing. Stucky had watched enough professional football to know a severe concussion when he saw one. He thanked the stars above that he wasn't the one dumb enough to go chasing after the kid with superpowers.
Nigel made a clicking sound with his tongue. "Stucky, go and check on our little friend outside."
Stucky sent a silent curse skyward and walked toward the door. As he glanced over his shoulder, he saw Yarrick remove a sheet of paper from Carter's jacket.
They're really gonna do it. They're really gonna kill her in front of all those people.
Stucky met the faceless man just a few weeks earlier. He'd gone into the alley of his favorite bar to get a smoke. When Stucky patted his pockets looking for a lighter, the man came forward from the shadows and presented his. Stucky thanked him and struck up a conversation.
"What business you in, mister?"
The man, whose face was half-obscured by a dark hood, spoke in low tones. "I'm a healer."
Stucky couldn't place where his new friend was from. The gravelly tone of his voice made an accent hard to detect.
"Like at a hospital or something?"
The man chuckled out of one side of his mouth. "Hospitals wouldn't understand what I do. It's not legal medicine."
"I hear that. The law ain't what it's cracked up to be."
"I agree completely." His shadowy face shifting into a smile. "I'm able to do things a hospital couldn't even dream of. For a price."
"You've got to get paid, of course."
The man gave Stucky his card. There was no name or address on it, just a phone number.
Later that week, when Nigel came into the hideout with two bullet wounds in his side, the hooded man jumped into Stucky's mind. He showed up just two minutes after the phone call, like he was around the corner waiting for something to happen. When he arrived, he pulled off his hood to reveal only half a face. The man's features looked normal enough on the right side, but the left side was withered and pale.
His voice was like a growl. "I can keep him alive." 
"Please." Stucky’s heart was on the brink of explosion. "What do we owe you?"
"His life, of course."
Stucky had no idea what the man was talking about. When he took Nigel's arm and started to chant, Tank stomped over and pushed the faceless man to the ground.
"A man's dying and you're speaking gibberish." Tank grabbed his brother by the collar. "I told you, I can find us a doctor."
"Your friend has minutes to live." The faceless man got up so nimbly, it was as if he floated to his feet. "I can cure him completely, but you need to let me do what I must."
"And what if you fail?" Yarrick placed his hand on his pistol.
The faceless man’s grin was something out of a nightmare. "You can kill me. Time is of the essence. Do we have a deal?"
Tank pulled out his gun and aimed it at the man's chest. "You've got 60 seconds."
"As long as you do everything I say, your friend will live."
Stucky stepped back as the man resumed his chant. A symbol came completely into focus on his arm and Nigel grimaced. The Brit tried to talk, but it just sounded like he was gasping for air.
"You over there," The healer pointed to Tank, "I need your help with this part."
Tank crossed his arms.
"Tank!" Stucky grabbed his brother’s shoulder. "Do what he says or Nigel's gonna die."
Tank flared his nostrils and handed the gun to Stucky. "He tries anything, you shoot him in the head."
Stucky nodded, wondering if he could comply if push came to shove.
Tank walked over cautiously and the man produced a dagger. The weapon was green and gold. It was the sort of thing you'd find in a museum, not in a doctor's medical bag. Stucky felt his hands shake on the gun.
Tank held out his hand. "What do you want me to do with it?"
"Hold it above your friend's chest."
Tank rolled his eyes and did as the man requested. "Voodoo nonsense."
The man guided Tank's hands until the blade pointed directly at Nigel's chest. He chanted a new set of strange words. Stucky noticed the symbol on Nigel's arm glow brighter with every word the faceless man said. When he stopped, the man gripped Tank's hands gently before thrusting the dagger into Nigel's heart.
Yarrick and Carter drew their guns and pointed them at the faceless man. Nigel went lifeless and Tank swung at the man who'd made him stab his own friend. The faceless man easily avoided the blow.
"You said you could save him," Tank drew a long knife and circled his opponent. "Who the hell are you?"
"I'm a healer." There was no emotion in his voice. "Just like I told your brother."
"You're a murderer."
Stucky’s heart pounded against his chest as he watched Nigel breathe his final breath. Here he was trying to save his friend, but he may have doomed him that much more quickly. He focused the weapon on the faceless man.
"I needed your hand on the blade. He had to die from a human hand to come back."
Tank’s voice echoed throughout the warehouse. "What do you mean, come back?"
Almost as if on cue, a burst of energy shot in through the window and struck Nigel's body. The light was so bright that everybody had to turn away to avoid going blind. When the energy pulse was gone, so was the faceless man. In his place was a long broadsword that had a similar look to the dagger.
"Damn." Tank kicked the hilt of the sword.
Yarrick shrugged. "At least we got light show, yes?"
Nigel sat up. The blade remained in his chest until he yanked it out and the flesh closed in around the wound. It healed completely within seconds.
Stucky looked at the new Nigel, wondering if there was something he could have done to keep his friend alive. The underling passed by Tank at the front of the diner and exited.
It took his eyes a second to adjust to the bright midday sun. For all the carnage going on inside, it was peaceful in the parking lot. Stucky reached out to touch the greenery as he walked around back, thinking that Nigel couldn't have tossed the kid out of a better window. It was out of view of the road, and the nearest house on that side was over a block away. There was only one problem that sent Stucky’s pulse racing: Ted was gone.
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Ted fully expected to smash face-first into the unforgiving pavement. Only that didn't happen. When he opened his eyes, he realized the truth. He was hovering horizontally about two inches above the ground. Ted was staring right into the blacktop.
"I can fly!" He turned his head, scraping the tip of his nose against the ground in the process. "Very low to the ground."
Before he could think about Sandra's impending danger, the red marks on his neck, or Nigel's immunity to his newfound powers, he heard the familiar creak of the front door opening. He instinctively pushed himself off the ground and sprung upward. Ted’s heart skipped a beat as he watched himself retreat from the blacktop.
The wind blew through his hair. "I’m really doing it!"
He was exhilarated, until he slammed his back into a support pole underneath the diner’s awning. Pain radiated down his spine, and instinct alone allowed him to grab another piece of metal and plant his feet on the side of the building. Somehow, Ted was suspended about fifteen feet above the ground.
He shut his eyes and let out a low moan. "With great power, comes great pain."
One of the thugs walked around the side of the building and gawked at the lack of Ted’s body amidst the glass and debris. The man kicked at the glass and turned his head at something in the nearby bushes. As he crept toward the noise, Ted saw a nice landing spot and took a deep breath.
"Nice and easy this time."
He let go, only to fly backwards again. His head smacked against the building before he finally began to descend. It took all of his focus to ignore the forming bruise on his scalp and right himself so his feet could touch down first. Ted was grateful he hadn’t ended up a glob on the blacktop the second time around.
A hissing cat leapt out of the bushes behind Page’s, causing the thug to hop back before the animal scampered off. Ted crept up behind him, the nerves once again finding their familiar spot at the pit of his stomach.
"Damn animal. Scared me half to death."
Ted tapped him on the shoulder, which turned the thug right around. "You ready for the other half?"
The man swung at him, which Ted narrowly avoided. Another punch led to another inexplicable dodge. The last time Ted had been in a fight, bully Jason Torello hadn’t missed a punch. Now, these new powers gave the teen a fighting chance.
Another missed punch led the thug to huff loudly. "Why won’t you stand still?"
Ted smirked and readied his hands. "Because I was waiting for my tur--"
As he pushed his hands forward, Ted slipped on a chunk of glass and felt his feet fly out from under him. When his head whipped backwards, all he heard was a loud scream before his powers stopped his body just shy of the glass-covered pavement.
Ted got up to one knee. "Very graceful. Perfect 10 from the Canadian judge." He looked to his left and right but no longer saw his adversary. "Where did he go? Did I… vaporize him?"
Just then, he heard another scream. Ted spotted the man high in the air about 50 feet away, as he flew across the street and into a near-vacant lot. He watched as the man landed with a sickening crunch through the windshield of the only car in the lot.
Ted cringed. "I hope he has insurance."
In the excitement, he nearly blanked on the commotion inside the restaurant. He heard a much more familiar scream from his favorite waitress.
"Sandra."
Ted sprinted to the restaurant window and took in the dire scene before ducking out of view. The Russian was chanting and appeared poised to choke the life out of Sandra. Standing in the middle of it all was the one man who could put a stop to Ted’s powers.
I need help. 
Ted brought up an image of his phone inside the sack of stolen electronics. Without even realizing it, he'd swiped the phone's touch screen with his powers and entered his password. It was as if his brain was doing the touching for him.
"Talk about hands-free operating."
Ted dialed 9-1-1 and let the call to go through. In a few minutes, there'd at least be a deputy on the scene.
"Let’s bring the whole cavalry." 
He could see the rest of the phones in the bag through his mind's eye. In an instant, he'd unlocked five phones that didn't have password protection and dialed the emergency number.
"That should get their attention."
Any pride Ted felt evaporated with a shriek from Sandra inside Page’s. He stood and saw the Russian lock his arm around her throat.
"No!"
He focused his powers on every object in the entire diner at once. Plates, menus, bar stools and utensils floated up into the air. He heard several screams from the patrons inside.
Ted strained to keep control of the hovering objects. "Cleanup, table everywhere!"
All of a sudden, the objects swirled like a tornado. Dishes slammed into the wall, forks and knifes jabbed into the Russian and a metal napkin holder cracked Nigel in the side of his head. Glass broke, patrons ducked their heads, and the diner filled with havoc. Ted continued to spin whatever he could think of as he watched Sandra crawl into the kitchen. As the swinging door closed behind her, a smile spread across his face.
"Hell yeah!"
That’s when the Brit stepped forward and lifted his hands skyward. "Enough!"
His exclamation blew out all the windows at once, sending shattered glass and plastic blinds onto the pavement. All the hovering objects burst out of the diner and headed straight for Ted. He ducked to avoid a knife and multiple plates. Books, half-eaten brunches, and coffee creamers landed on the ground outside. As Ted stood, his eyes locked with the ringleader’s.
The Brit kicked aside a tipped-over bar stool and walked toward the window. "It's over, living soul."
Ted couldn’t move a muscle as fear took hold. He saw the murderous look in the thug’s eyes and thought about Natalie. The Brit was just a few steps away, when he heard something shouted through the front of the restaurant.
"Freeze! Put your hands up!"
All eyes turned toward the sound. A sheriff’s deputy and several other officers had their weapons drawn. With the windows all blown out, the thugs could no longer hide their intentions.
The Russian pulled a fork out of his midsection and put his hands up. The others gave up as well.
Ted breathed a sigh of relief. "It's over." 
"Over?" The Brit smiled. "The fun's only just beginning. I’ll see you soon, Ted."
Ted hated the smug look on the Brit’s face as he accepted the handcuffs, but he knew the ringleader was right. Nothing was over yet.
The thugs were in custody and an EMT looked over Ted’s glass-sliced arms when the first news van arrived. A reporter with a fake grin pushed his microphone right into Ted's face.
"Ted Finley, the people in there are saying that you're some kind of hero. On par with Superman. Super powers and everything. What do you have to say to that?"
Every comic book Ted ever read gave the hero a secret identity. That secrecy kept the person's loved ones and personal life safe. Had Ted already lost that opportunity?
"I'm just glad everybody's alright."
The reporter was unfazed. "From what the hostages are saying, everybody's alright because of you. Are you planning to solve more crimes using your superpowers?"
Ted felt his cheeks warm. "I…"
He had no idea what came next, and he knew the whole world would be watching. 
"No comment." He stood up and started walking away. "Thank you."
Over a dozen more reporters swarmed him in the next several minutes until he felt a tap on his shoulder. Bruised, but undeterred, Sandra dangled her car keys from the fingers of her tattooed hand. "Here's a question you really want to hear. Do you want a lift home?"
Ted nodded vigorously. "Please."
They dashed across the lot and pulled away before the reporters could box them in. They shook their heads and stayed silent for several minutes.
Sandra finally turned toward him. "You saved my life, Ted."
His neck turned hot. "You were the brave one first." 
Sandra scoffed. "I was an idiot. The things you did were out of this world."
The previous day, Ted spent five hours playing video games. In the last hour, he’d lost his girlfriend, inherited superpowers, and taken down a gang of madmen.
Anxiety tightened his neck and shoulders. "I don't know where it came from, and I'm not sure what it all means. I still feel like a regular nerd. What am I supposed to do now?"
Sandra patted Ted on the shoulder. "I've known you since you were a little squirt and you've always been a good kid. Keep being yourself. Help people when they need it. You'll probably be fine."
He tried to breathe out the stress. "Thanks, Sandra."
The car pulled into Ted's driveway, which was likewise mobbed by local reporters and several national news vans. Sandra undid her belt and kissed Ted on the cheek. His face went from slightly pink to bright red.
"That's for saving my life."
Ted gave Sandra a one-arm hug. "Wish me luck." 
She smirked. "Good luck. Your teenage years are awkward enough without a million cameras watching your every move."
Ted rolled his eyes. "Just the panic-attack-inducing information I wanted. Thanks a lot."
Sandra pulled back and smiled. "Don't mention it. Now go greet your adoring fans."
Ted hesitated a moment before opening the door.
Here goes nothing.
The sea of microphones approached like a tidal wave as he shut the door behind him.



7
Erica LaPlante walked the strangely familiar path to her former inhabitant’s front door before ringing the bell. She didn’t enjoy these fake reunions with loved ones, but she knew it was best to get them over with as soon as possible. Her former beauty queen "mother" was the first to answer the door. Erica’s mom immediately started bawling and called for her husband. She squeezed Erica as tight as she could, as if to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating.
I’m real, but I’m not who you want me to be.
When her mother pulled away and her father arrived, Erica did what she’d done dozens of times before. She faked the hell out of a crying fit.
"Mom, I was so scared. It was terrible!"
Her mother pulled her close again. "Where were you, honey? We thought awful, horrible things."
Erica scrunched up her face as tight as it would go. "I can’t. It was too much."
Her father huffed. "If somebody hurt you, my firm will put them away for six lifetime sentences."
She let her tears and face get even uglier. "I just want to see my room. Can I please see my room?"
Erica’s mother put her hand on Mr. LaPlante’s chest. "Of course, we’ll let you rest first." She kissed Erica’s forehead. "I’m just so glad you’re alive and well."
Alive isn’t exactly the right word.
After a few more compulsory hugs and kisses, Erica finally had a room to herself. She breathed deeply until the tears she’d conjured subsided and headed straight for to her computer. As it turned on, she glanced up at the mirror above her dresser.
The blond hair and blue eyes that stared back were unfamiliar. "Definitely a 10. That should make the mission much easier."
When her computer was ready, she typed the words "living soul" into Google. Nothing of note came up.
She chuckled. "Always worth a shot. Now let’s see if you’ve been busy."
It only took a few keywords before a news story from the last hour came up. A wrecked diner, an attempted murder, and a display of telekinetic powers made everything pretty obvious.
Erica grinned to herself. "This was much tougher before the internet."
Within the first paragraph of the story, she knew the identity of the boy she had to find. The name Ted Finley rung more than a few bells.
"You were neighbors. Playmates. Friends."
Erica could see the memories play out as if they were her own. Rendezvous in tree houses. Role-playing in the backyard. Endless laughing and childhood joy.
"A happy adolescence. Must’ve been nice."
Though a hot shower called to her, instinct told Erica to turn on the TV first. A newscaster outside a greasy spoon diner came into focus on the screen.
"We’re live here at YNN, and we have just come upon a video of Ted Finley during his daring rescue today in Treasure. This footage has gone absolutely viral with millions of views in less than an hour."
Erica didn’t like the idea that everyone in the world would be able to see what the living soul could do, but she learned long ago that no mission ever went as planned.
"This is from the security feed at Page's Diner. The person on the left is Ted Finley. Now watch this."
Erica did. She saw a man come charging at the boy and go flying back in the opposite direction. He flew out of the security frame, and the TV switched to another feed instantly to show the man crash into a jukebox. She took in the way Ted moved and how he fought. Erica studied the tape five times over, but the angle never gave her a clear shot of his face. She went back to the computer and brought up social media to examine Ted’s profile picture.
An audible gasp escaped her mouth. "It’s you. But that can’t be."
Erica’s hand twitched as she brought up the video once again. It wasn’t just the face. Ted moved and looked exactly like someone she knew long ago. Someone she loved. Someone she’d had to kill.
She pulled up Ted’s profile picture one more time and stared. When she caught herself remembering held hands and stolen kisses from hundreds of years prior, she slammed the computer shut.
"They didn’t tell me you looked like him." Erica’s nostrils flared. "Of course they didn’t tell me."
She looked back at the TV screen, now littered with a half-dozen pundits asking if they should praise the new hero or be afraid of him.
Erica took in a deep breath. "What side are you on, Ted Finley? And if you aren’t on mine, how exactly am I going to kill you?"
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All the money Dhiraj had put into professional driving school came to good use as he maneuvered his way around the many news vans parked in Ted's driveway. After fitting his compact in the space between the dying tree and where the pool used to be, he threw it into park and took in the surroundings. Dhiraj counted 15 different stations covering Ted's house. Among them, there were three foreign language channels, a college station from 50 miles away, and two national news carriers.
He shook his head. "I should have been the first person he called."
After hours of attempting to figure out where Ted was and why Page's was closed, his newsfeed went crazy with outlandish headlines like "Teenage Superhero Saves Day," "Robbery Thwarted by Local Teen" and "The Next Evolution in Heroism." There was backlash, too, as not everybody was ready to accept the truth. One cable news channel had an hour-long discussion about whether or not Ted was the devil. Two guests said he probably was, while the other remained neutral. Dhiraj wished he could have gotten out ahead of the story.
With a crowd of reporters and neighbors gathered around Ted's front door, he snuck around back through the loose basement window. The Finleys never threw anything away, which made navigating their bottom level a challenge. One wrong step, and he might crush anything ranging from a plastic wrestling action figure to a crystal serving dish from the Finleys' wedding. But he'd traveled the path enough times in the dark that he could probably do it blindfolded.
As Dhiraj opened the basement door into the first floor hallway, he nearly ran right into Mrs. Finley.
"Dhiraj!" She put one hand to her chest and kept the other on a pan of cooling cookies. "You're too sneaky sometimes."
He bowed low. "Mrs. Finley, you look absolutely radiant today."
While Dhiraj knew his way around a compliment, he meant this one. Ted's mother had put on quite a face for the cameras. He wondered how many interviews she'd already given.
"Oh, Dhiraj." She blushed. "Ted could learn a thing or two from you about flirting. Did you hear about Natalie?"
He nodded. "It's a damn shame."
"I was always worried she'd just beat him up one day. I suppose words hurt more than fists. Ted's in his room, by the way."
"Thanks Mrs. F. Mind if I…."
Mrs. Finley presented the tray and Dhiraj helped himself to one of the cookies. He tipped an imaginary cap to Ted's mom and did his usual prance up the stairs. Dhiraj knocked on Ted's door with an elaborate series of thrums.
"I don't want any," a muffled voice said from inside the room.
"But sir, you don't even know what I'm selling."
"You're always selling something."
Dhiraj opened the door to see Ted lying face down on his pillow. Ted's room rivaled the basement for its lack of organization. Next to the door, there was a cabinet half-filled with books. The other half was stuffed with homework, tests, and report cards dating back to kindergarten. Between Dhiraj and the bed were two piles of clothes, one presumably dirty and the other clean, though it was impossible to tell which was which at first glance. He stepped over the mounds to sit beside the new superhero.
"With the sound you were making, I thought you might be trying on a new superhero mask." Dhiraj winked. "Here’s a good hero name: the Luchador Lothario."
Ted groaned and rolled over. He had ice packs wrapped around his arms, but otherwise he seemed to be in one piece.
Dhiraj cleared his throat. "You know, you could've given me some lead time on this. If I didn't already own TedFinley.com, this could've been a disaster."
"If whatever gave me this–" Ted waved his hand and somehow yanked the half-finished cookie out of Dhiraj’s hand and into his own from afar "–had given me some lead time, I would have gladly told you about it."
The display of power blew Dhiraj's mind. He tried to speak for a moment, but no sound came out.
Seeing is believing.
Ted munched on the stolen cookie. "You alright?"
Dhiraj stood up and began to pace. "Tell me everything!" He locked his hands together. "Do you have supersonic hearing? The ability to change into different forms of water? You have x-ray vision, right? Please tell me you have x-ray vision."
Ted rolled over and groaned, burying his face back into the pillow.
"If you don't tell me, I'll just make something up in your unauthorized biography I'm having commissioned." Dhiraj licked his lips. "Can you believe it, a ghostwriter without any upfront costs? We still keep foreign translation rights."
Ted came back up for air. "You need to slow things down, Dhiraj. I’m having a little trouble processing the absolute insanity of my life right now."
Dhiraj plopped back down on the mattress. "Talk to me."
He listened as Ted related the entire tale, from the Natalie breakup and the blue energy pulse to the 9-1-1 calls and the ride home from Sandra. As he listened, Dhiraj made some mental notes of ways he could beef up the story for the ghostwriter. He wondered how much he should charge for the first book. He knew self-publishing was all the rage – would that be the best route?
"So this bad guy–"
"Nigel. At least that’s what the news is calling him." 
"Nigel. He could stop your powers cold?"
Ted nodded.
Dhiraj’s eyes widened. "You've been a hero for five seconds and you already have a nemesis?"
"Just my luck, right?"
"This is going to be great for the screenplay. Superhero movies make more at the box office when they have a believable bad guy."
Ted sat up and put his hands over his face. "She broke up with me, Dhiraj."
Dhiraj knew it was just like Ted to be on the cusp of greatness and spend time thinking about heartbreak.
He gave his friend a reassuring slap on the back. "I'm sorry, Ted."
"Yeah. And now all of this. I'm a little overwhelmed."
Dhiraj looked out the window. Even more news vans had pulled up, with each of them waiting to get a quote from the man of the hour. He could imagine the networks pulling every bit of information they could to stretch out the 24-hour coverage. He was sure they'd have Ted's babysitter or little league coach giving an interview in no time.
"You're the right man for the job."
Ted lifted one hand off his face. "What do you mean?"
"Let's think of it this way." Dhiraj let the gears turn in his mind. "If some jerk got superpowers, he would let them go to his head. You're the nicest person I know. To a fault. You have a 90% chance of not turning into a douchebag supervillain."
Ted laughed. He pulled the pillow into his lap, letting his arms and ice packs rest on it. "Thanks, buddy."
"Don't mention it."
Dhiraj stood up and drew the blinds. "You know, the story of your diner heroism wasn't the only news in town today."
"Oh yeah?"
Dhiraj couldn't wait for his friend's reaction on this one.
"There's a rumor flying around that someone's former BFF and massive crush was seen going into her house."
Ted looked confused at first, but the realization eventually hit. His eyes stretched to their limit. 
"Erica LaPlante is alive?!"
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Jennifer Norris had flipped through her fifth grade yearbook enough times to know the page by heart. As she sat on her bed with a bag of ice wrapped around her knee, she studied the perfect picture: just her and Erica smiling with pure sugar-high joy.
Her heart fluttered. "I know you’re still out there. And I won’t stop until we get another picture together."
She blamed herself for Erica's disappearance. As the wet blanket of their group of friends, it was her responsibility to keep things from getting out of control. When Erica would suggest going skinny-dipping in a private pool, Jennifer would find a location that wasn't illegal. When Erica wanted to shoot off fireworks in the backyard, she would locate the only person in town who actually knew how to use them safely. She wondered if she had pushed too far by never letting her friend get quite what she wanted. In the months leading up to her disappearance, Erica had cut off almost all contact. Jennifer didn't even know the name of the guy Erica was seeing before she went missing.
She felt a pinch in her knee and pulled it toward her stomach in a stretch.
She'd gone knee-to-knee with team captain Natalie Dorn during a Saturday morning practice. The strongest girl in school looked down at Jennifer as if the injury was an inconvenience until she finally helped her off the field.
"You good?" Natalie looked off to the horizon. 
"I should be asking you," Jennifer winced as she tried to get comfortable. "You're growling more than usual."
Natalie responded with a growl. "Boy troubles."
Jennifer heard the front door close. She unwrapped the bandage and took off the ice pack before hobbling off the bed and hopping into the hallway on her good leg. As she peered over the landing, she saw her father staring straight ahead in the foyer for a long moment before he took off his sheriff's hat.
"Hey, Dad, I'm up here."
Sheriff Norris took several seconds to look up. It was as if something delayed his brain from going at normal speed.
"Hey, honey. Can you come downstairs?"
Jennifer was happy to get out of her room for a little while. She'd been cooped up all day long. Her coach told her she wouldn't play in the game on Wednesday unless she took proper care of her injury, but she hoped a little break wouldn't cause much issue. She gripped the banister going down and did her best pirate impression, hopping all the way into the kitchen.
"What's up, Dad?"
He slowly poured two glasses of milk. Every movement was lethargic, like gravity was twice as strong as normal for him.
"How's your knee?"
"Angry." Jennifer leaned toward him. "You seem serious and out of it."
"It was a weird day, Jen. At least as far as I can remember."
"Weird how?" A strange feeling brewed in her stomach.
He furrowed his brow. "I found Erica today."
Jennifer nearly knocked over her milk. The emotion came over her quickly with tears welling up immediately.
Her lungs could hardly keep up with her rapid breathing. "She was OK, right?"
"She’s alive and well."
Tears of joy trickled down her face. "That’s amazing, Dad! Where was she?"
"I’m not sure."
Jennifer squinted through the waterworks. "Okay. What did she say?"
"Like I said, it was a weird day." He smiled through the confusion. "But you’re welcome to call her to get the full scoop."
Jennifer ignored the pain in her knee, sprinting upstairs until she had the phone in her hands. She’d dialed the number dozens of times in the past month. Sometimes hearing Erica’s voicemail message was the only thing that put her to sleep.
When she finally got through to her friend, the first thing she did was scream. "You’re not dead!"
Erica laughed. "Apparently not. It's a good thing your dad found me."
Jennifer’s tears slowed to a trickle. "I’m pissed at you. You drove me insane and gave me wrinkles."
There was a pause on the other line. "I'm sorry."
It took Jennifer a moment to notice that her mouth was hanging open. She didn't know the word "sorry" was even in Erica's vocabulary. Something had changed. She hoped whatever it was would keep her friend from leaving town ever again.
"I – I accept." Her breath caught. "Are you going to tell me where you were and why you didn’t let anybody know?"
"I need some time, Jen. But I’ll explain things soon enough."
Jennifer’s heart hurt. "Alright. Whatever you need."
"I’ve gotta go, but I’ll see you in school tomorrow."
"Cool." She sniffled. "You know I love you, right?"
"I love you too."
When the conversation ended, Jennifer stared at the wall for several minutes straight. As she came back to reality, she realized the yearbook remained open to the same fifth grade photo she’d been studying. Jennifer breathed deeply to rid herself of the rest of the tears.
"She’s still in trouble or else she’d tell me everything." Jennifer looked out the door. "And my dad knows something about it."
She wasn’t sure how the puzzle fit together, but she hoped that whatever Erica was going through wouldn’t take her away all over again.
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Stucky felt like everything was happening too fast. The only thing he remembered after being propelled through the air and landing on the car was getting taken out of an ambulance. There were multiple doctors and nurses around him shouting things he couldn't hear. He wondered if he'd gone deaf, or if he was about to meet his maker. He glanced down at his body, and while he could see at least one external wound across his abdomen, he knew the damage was mostly on the inside. As he was transferred from a body board to a rolling medical bed, a burst of pain radiated through his chest, causing his eyes to water. He watched his view change from the ceiling of the ambulance, to partly cloudy sky, to hospital fluorescent lights.
Stucky's mind shifted back to when Nigel returned from the dead. After the faceless man disappeared, the bullets fell from the Brit’s abdomen and rolled across the floor. When his eyes opened up, the first thing he did was grin. Stucky had seen Nigel smile before, but it was never like this. He looked more like a devil than a friend.
"Hello, everyone."
Yarrick and Carter dropped their guns and backed away from their newly living friend. Stucky stood still, and Tank was the only one who approached.
"We didn't know what that guy was doing." Tank offered a hand. "He made me stab you."
Nigel took off his bloodstained jacket and t-shirt. Stucky noticed that the Brit’s upper torso didn't even have a bullet wound on it.
"I didn't feel a thing. Nigel, on the other hand, was in great pain."
Stucky and his brother shared a glance.
"But aren't you Nigel?"
The Brit laughed as he stretched his arms up into the air. When the resurrected man walked toward Stucky, he couldn't help but back away.
Nigel laughed. "I am and I'm not."
He moved toward the wall of their cavernous hideout, reached toward the stone wall, and tore off a chunk of rock the size of a basketball. He then smashed his hands together with a grunt and turned the stone into pebbles.
"I've inherited a few extra abilities."
Stucky pictured Nigel using his special skills on the four of them. Yarrick and Carter were probably doing the same, judging by the way they kept glancing over to the room's exit.
"What happened to you?" Tank narrowed his eyes. "One minute you're on the floor. The next you're making everybody wet their pants."
Yarrick snorted. "My pants are dry."
"Mine too." Carter kept his hand firmly on his weapon. "If you aren't Nigel, then what do we call you?"
"Call me Nigel, it's too confusing otherwise. That'll be our rule when all of you cross over."
"You mean, we all have to die and come back like you did?" Stucky asked.
Nigel rubbed the symbol on his arm. He looked around as if the world was all new. As if it was his.
"In due time, my friend." Nigel paced around the room. "The last few years we've done OK for ourselves. We've gotten some big scores and some heavy losses. If you agree to follow me today, the five of us will never lose again. While money is temporary, power makes us strong. And freedom. Freedom will give us purpose."
Stucky wasn't sure what Nigel meant, but the rest of the group looked convinced. They were focused on following their leader.
"What kind of purpose, Nigel?" Tank’s smile set Stucky’s nerves on edge.
Nigel picked up the sword the faceless man had left behind. "We're going to start the world over again." 
As they walked to their apartment, Tank looked giddy. "Did you see him crush that rock? Do you know what we could do with that kind of power?"
"So, you want to be like him?"
Tank laughed. "Being me only gets me so far."
Stucky gnawed at a hangnail. "You really want to erase everything you are, just so you can crush a rock?"
"Crush a rock. Crush a skull. And make my skin resistant to bullets. What's the downside again?"
"I'm just not sure if we can trust him. Nigel isn't even human anymore."
"That's right." Tank beamed. "He's a god."
The next day, Nigel explained that in death, the symbol allowed something else to cross over into their bodies. When he asked for a volunteer, Tank stepped forward before Stucky could stop him.
"Only a death by human hands will let the soul cross over into your body." Nigel stared through all of them as he spoke. "Are you prepared to die?"
"I'm in, man. Do what you have to do… Stucky?"
Stucky froze in place. Tank handed him a gun, but his brother wouldn't take it.
He shook his head. "I haven't killed a man yet. I don't intend to start with my brother."
Nigel rolled his eyes. Tank stuffed the gun into his back pocket.
"Fine. I'll get Yarrick to do it. But I'm gonna be mad at you when I come back to life."
The glow of the hospital fluorescents brought Stucky back to the present. The people around him felt farther and farther away. He pulled off his oxygen mask.
"You've got to keep me alive." Stucky shook as he spoke.
"Sir, please keep your mask on."
He stole a glance at his tattoo. "I'll come back a monster."
The nurse pulled back Stucky's hands with ease and made sure the mask stayed firmly on his face. He started to breathe faster as he watched the overhead lights stream by. The bed passed through door after door until it stopped in a blue room. The doctors lifted him onto another bed. The sharp pain nearly made him lose consciousness.
After Yarrick choked Stucky's brother to death, nothing happened for a few moments. Stucky wanted to reach for Tank and cry over his body.
This is all my fault.
Less than a minute later, a familiar blue light shot into Tank's body. The newly-etched symbol glowed and Tank began breathing once again. Stucky did everything he could to hide the tears. He expected Tank to act like his favorite team had just won the pennant, jumping up and down and making the world know just how happy he was. That was how his real brother would react. Instead, Tank was calm when he stood up, and he took Nigel's hand in his own. They embraced like kin, and Stucky now realized the only family that he had was gone.
"Sir, your injuries are life threatening," A doctor flipped through a chart beside his bed. "We're going to do everything we can to save you."
Stucky hadn't realized it, but he was pleading with the doctors to save him. He must have begged 50 times in the last few minutes alone.
"I'm not a good man, but I'm no murderer." Stucky's eyes darted around the room, but everything was too blurry to focus.
"We're going to give you something to help with the pain."
The doctor placed a different mask on his face.
Stucky felt lighter. "I don't want to die."
"Now count down from ten. 10, 9, 8…"
He attempted to plead one last time, but the darkness took hold as he passed out.
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Ted woke up to the sound of a news van backing up in his driveway. Most of the reporters and cameramen had left overnight, but they were shuffling back in before he went to school. Perhaps they were trying to get a quote before he attempted his return to a normal life at school. As he fought to comb his hair in the proper direction, he knew the number one question he’d get from reporters and classmates alike.
"Can you show us your powers?"
He took in a deep breath as he reached toward his cell phone. "Let's see if it was a 24-hour superhero bug."
He pictured the phone floating to his hand as he suppressed a yawn. The device rose off his bedside table and disconnected from the charger.
"There we go. Nice and easy."
When the phone came within inches of his hand, a huge belly yawn slipped out, and the phone dropped to the carpet.
"Dang it."
He made a second attempt, lifting the phone off the ground and letting it rise upward. When it reached eye level, he used his mind to swipe the screen and take a bedhead selfie.
He laughed when he saw it. "Dhiraj would kill me if I posted that."
While he was tempted, he used his before-school time to do what he figured most famous teens did every day. He searched his own name online.
Ted found countless news stories and a link to the video from Page's. He also read opinion pieces trying to determine if he'd faked the entire operation with the thugs' help. It got darker from there. He scanned multiple blog posts that talked about locking him up until they figured out what he was. They called him a vigilante and a freak. While many social media trends praised his heroism, the other side had gotten over a thousand people to tweet out "#GoHomeAlien." Ted's hands shook on the keyboard.
As he searched, he came upon a much smaller story in the local news.
"Missing Teen Finds Her Way Home"
He held his breath. "Erica is alive."
Ted had hoped and prayed for her safety, but now that fear had been replaced by anxiety.
What if she finds out I helped organize the search parties? Will she care that I cared? Will she care that I’m national news?
The smell of breakfast tore him away from his nervous line of questioning.
Aside from the noise of the gathering pack of reporters outside, breakfast was pretty normal. Ted's mother gave him his usual toaster pastry and glass of orange juice. His father sipped a cup of coffee and read the sports section. His mom sent her daily early morning text to Ted's sister, Christina, who was hundreds of miles away at college. She likely wouldn't return the text for at least three hours, but it was just part of the Finley family routine.
After his mom buttered her toast and sat down, his dad put down his paper. "Ted, we have a few questions we need to ask you about yesterday."
"Alright." Ted’s word barely carried through a mouthful of fruit filling.
"Your father and I need you to be honest with us." His mother took his hand. "And we promise that what you say will stay between the three of us."
Ted washed down his breakfast with the juice and nodded. "You're not going to ask if I'm an alien, right?"
She laughed. "Of course not, honey. We changed enough of your diapers to know that you're as human as they come."
The muscles in Ted's neck relaxed. "Good. Lay ‘em on me."
His father cleared his throat. "Were you struck by a nuclear weapon?"
Ted gave his dad a sideways glance. "No."
Her mother pursed her lips. "Did you inject yourself with a super serum?"
Ted's eyes opened wider. "I've never injected myself with anything."
Mr. Finley took out a pad of paper and crossed out the second of many items. "Were you bitten? Did you put on a glowing ring? Was there a lightning strike?"
"No to all three. Why are you guys asking me all of this?"
His parents shared a look, before his mother smiled awkwardly. "We were trying to find out more about your… condition. So we did some online searching about superheroes. Did you survive a train crash?"
"Mom. Dad." Ted chewed the last bite of his toaster pastry. "I promise that what I've already told you is all I know."
His mother got up from the table to grab him his lunch. "I packed you some extra. I thought you might need more calories like The Flash."
Ted blushed. "Okay."
"Oh, and one more thing." His father tapped a pen on the notepad. "Please text us if you have to miss dinner to fight a supervillain. Your mother will worry otherwise."
Ted prayed for a retroactive secret identity. Or at least a cloak of invisibility.
"Of course. Bye, guys."
Ted took the lunch bag and kissed his mother and father. He closed the door to the garage behind him.
"And I've made my parents go insane."
Ted waited until he was in his car with the doors locked before opening the garage door. After he pulled out, it didn't take long for the reporters to file in and surround his vehicle. Ted blared his favorite classic rock station and pulled onto the lawn. When he realized he didn’t have enough room to escape, he lifted his hand and mentally moved one of the vans a few feed backward. The distraction was just enough for Ted to pull out onto the street and hightail it to school.
Ted expected a madhouse at school as well, but Principal Stoll put a stop to that. He had a makeshift gate set up that only allowed students to enter. All reporters were turned away. The principal was personally supervising the entrance when Ted pulled up. While Principal Stoll wasn't a big man, he was the kind of person who always seemed to have control.
"If it isn't our little hero." Principal Stoll’s tone was a mix of admiration and frustration. "You know, I wasn't even sure who you were until I checked the yearbooks."
Ted nodded. "Thank you, sir. I think."
"No funny business today, Finley. The only powers I want to see are powers of ten in Algebra. Got it?"
"Yes, sir."
"Good. Move along."
Ted pulled into his parking space. While the principal's gate kept out the reporters, it didn't stop his classmates from peppering him with questions. Five students mobbed him as soon as he stepped out of his car.
"Are you going to try out for the football team?"
"Can you read my mind?"
"Did… everything become super? You know what I mean."
Ted had never dreamed of this much attention. He answered each question as honestly as he could for the entire length of the parking lot. The fun didn’t stop when he finally made it through the front door. Of the 1,500 kids in Treasure High, Ted felt like he responded to at least half of them that morning. Those who didn't ask him questions posed for selfies with him. As he approached his locker, he heard the sound of a small object whizzing through the air. Ted turned to see a cell phone flying toward him. He put up his hand to protect himself and the phone flew in the opposite direction, smashing into pieces against a row of lockers.
"My phone!"
Ted recognized the voice of the phone owner as none other than resident bully Jason Torello. He stood right next to his brother Phil and several other kids on the luckier end of the genetic spectrum. Jason pushed through the crowd and walked right up to Ted. Years of torment from the bully and his friends made Ted flinch to be that close to him.
"You little piss-ant!" Jason actually snarled. "You were supposed to make it float."
Ted took a step back until he saw that the entire hallway was focused on the two of them.
He puffed up his chest and looked Jason square in the eyes. "I’m not a trained monkey, Torello. Throw something at my face and you’re not getting it back."
The onlookers laughed. A wave of clapping began and Ted had no idea how to react. He'd never experienced the support of the crowd. The cheers made Ted stand a little straighter. Jason had the opposite reaction.
The bully whispered into Ted's ear. "You're paying for that. Or we're gonna reenact sixth grade."
Ted suppressed his fear. If he could take on a bunch of armed thugs, surely he could fight off Jason Torello. Ted held up his hand, and Jason slid backwards. His sneakers made a squeaking sound as they scuffed against the floor.
Jason’s eyes grew wide as he looked in every direction. "Hey, stop that!"
The mob laughed again, this time directly at Jason, and Ted looked up at their adoring faces. For a split second, he thought he saw Natalie among them, but when he focused in, it was someone entirely different. His chest tightened and Jason slid to a stop in his original position.
Ted held up his hands to the crowd. "I'm not paying for the phone you threw at me. What do you think, everyone? Should I have to pay for Jason's phone?"
The resounding "no" made Jason grab his brother and sprint toward the math hallway. Before the Torellos got out of earshot, Ted could hear Jason whisper something under his breath.
"Go home, alien."
The crowd cheered Ted's victory. A few seconds later, the assistant principal dispersed the audience, and Ted opened his locker. Before he could enjoy his triumph, Ted heard a voice on the other side of the locker door.
"Ten million hits."
Ted closed the locker slightly to see Dhiraj standing there with a goofy grin.
"What had 10 million hits? Your podcast?"
Dhiraj moved to the other side of the locker. "I wish. It was TedFinley.com."
Ted gathered up the books for his first two periods and stuffed them in his backpack. "I told you before, I don't need a website."
"That was then. You're a hero, Ted. You had five subscribers to your mailing list before."
"I didn't even know I had a mailing list." Ted shut his locker and started walking.
Dhiraj stopped him with a forearm. "You do. And now you have 30,000 subscribers. We need to figure out what to tell them."
The warning bell echoed throughout the hallway. Everybody around them picked up their pace.
Ted raised an eyebrow. "How about you tell them the same thing I've told all the reporters?"
"What's that?"
"No comment."
Ted felt a familiar set of eyes upon him and stopped moving. He was still a few doors down from his classroom, but he had to see if it was really her. The girl who stared at him had long, beautiful curls and an outfit that barely met school regulations. Her eyes locked with his and everything inside him melted. Ted thought Erica LaPlante looked as good as the day she disappeared. The moment seemed to last for an eternity. After an unknown number of seconds, Erica waved, smiled, and walked in the other direction. Ted continued to stare for a few seconds until Dhiraj pinched his neck.
"Ow." Ted slapped Dhiraj's fingers away.
"What was that all about?"
"I don't know." Ted wasn’t sure how he’d ever slow down his heart rate. "I really don't know."
"Looks like being a hero has its perks."
Ted had superpowers and Erica LaPlante had acknowledged his existence. Now he truly knew that anything was possible.
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Later that day, Dhiraj pretended to read a book as he watched Jennifer from across the hall. He knew that one of the keys to life was having clear, achievable objectives. From the moment he first saw her in middle school, his top goal was to take Jennifer out on a date. She wasn't like everyone else. She didn't seem to care about popularity or fashion. She didn't pay attention to "likes" and online "friends," and she was loyal, intelligent and a good person. And she had great hair.
He mustered up 30 seconds of courage, walked across the hall, and waited until she locked eyes.
"Hey." His pulse raced.
"Hey, Dhiraj."
Though others thought it was too high and fast, Dhiraj loved the sound of her voice. Particularly when she said his name.
"There's something different about you today."
Even her slight smile was absolutely radiant. "Oh yeah? What is it?"
"You look like a weight's been lifted off your shoulders." Dhiraj put up one hand. "Not that you were heavy before or anything."
Jennifer laughed. She tucked a few strands of hair behind her ear. Dhiraj caught himself staring at the shimmering, dark chocolate strands as they flowed down her neck.
"You know, with Erica back, I do feel a little less on edge. Thanks for noticing."
Dhiraj grinned. "I'm always watching you. I mean, not in a creepy way."
Jennifer closed her locker and motioned for Dhiraj to walk with her. She didn't have to tell him twice.
"It must be hard for guys to hit on girls." Jennifer giggled. "They have to do a lot of talking."
Dhiraj couldn't believe it. Jennifer saw right through him. Then again, given how perceptive she was, perhaps he should have planned more subtly.
"I'm not hitting on you." The hair stood up on the back of his neck. "Perish the thought. It's just casual conversation."
"Uh huh. I'm onto you, money man."
When she touched his shoulder, Dhiraj wondered if his heart might stop. As they turned the corner, he realized they were walking right into gossip central. Flanked on both sides by guys and girls alike, Erica, Jennifer’s promiscuous cousin Winny, and their well-endowed ginger friend Beth, wore devious looks as they no doubt spread false rumors. The others around them hung on every word, trying to be a part of the conversation.
As Jennifer watched Erica, Dhiraj noticed the weight go right back onto her shoulders.
"What's it like having her back?"
She sighed. "Just like old times. Frightening."
Erica looked like your typical TV popular girl. Perfect hair, clothing, and teeth. Before Ted started dating Natalie, Dhiraj told him crushing on Erica was too ordinary. Everybody did it. But Ted said he knew the real her. Maybe Erica used to be kind and compassionate; Dhiraj had never experienced it himself.
"Why so scary?"
"It's impossible to know what she's thinking and if she'll just go and run off again."
Dhiraj tried to put his hand on Jennifer's shoulders. He ended up just patting her backpack. "I'm sure she'll stay put now."
"I appreciate your unwarranted confidence."
Erica spied the two of them and stopped the whisperfest. As she walked over, her harpies followed close behind. Each step was as long as possible, as if she was trying to get guys to look at her legs when she walked. Dhiraj chalked that up as another turnoff. When she reached them, Erica looked him up and down.
She raised her voice for the crowd to hear. "Look at the two of you. When's the engagement party?"
Beth, Winny, and the rest of the popular crew laughed.
Dhiraj’s internal alarm bells were at red alert. He faked a confident smile. "I was just going. Great to see you as always, Jen."
He was about to turn away when Erica grabbed his arm. Dhiraj could smell her light perfume waft over. He had to admit, she smelled pretty good.
"I actually need to talk to you, moneybags."
He'd obtained the nickname "moneybags" during an Intro to Finance project two years ago. The class invested fake money into several different funds over a mock 20-year period. The goal was to grow your funds to a million dollars, but he'd surpassed $10 million.
Dhiraj turned around. "Business or pleasure?"
Jennifer laughed, though she tamped down her reaction when Erica became serious.
"Pleasure, actually. But not with you."
She put her arm around him. He knew that if he was going to make it in this world as a hotshot businessman, he'd need to be comfortable in all situations. Having the arm of the supposed hottest girl in school draped all over him made him more nervous than any prior business deal.
Her lips came dangerous close to his ear as she spoke. "You're best friends with Super Ted, am I right?"
"Actually Ted hasn't come up with a superhero name, but yes, best friend and business manager."
Erica purred, and Dhiraj hated that he kind of thought it was attractive.
"I need to get him alone, if you know what I mean." She looked up at him with puppy dog eyes. "Is that something you can arrange?"
His pulse found a new level of speed. "I'm happy to–I'll talk to–I can make that happen."
"You are literally a life saver."
Erica slowly moved toward his mouth and Dhiraj closed his eyes. She turned at the last moment to kiss him on the cheek and held there for several seconds too long. When she pulled away, Dhiraj felt the moisture from her lips remain on his face. He took a deep breath and thought of spreadsheets.
"I'll get back to you by lunchtime."
"You do that." As she and her besties turned away, she caught Jennifer’s eye. "Hey Jen, your fiancé has some lipstick on his cheek."
Erica, Beth, and Winny chuckled and walked away.
Dhiraj tried to read Jennifer’s face as he rubbed at the lipstick with his sleeve. "Did it come off?"
Jennifer was somewhere else entirely. "I'll talk to you later, Dhiraj."
She walked away without looking at him.
Dhiraj waited until she was gone to kick at the base of a locker. "Damn evil blonde cheerleaders!"
He hoped against hope that Jennifer wasn’t angry with him. As he continued to clean his cheek, he wondered exactly what the most popular girl in school wanted with her biggest fan. Given this encounter, he wasn't so sure Ted could handle Hurricane Erica.
"You were right about one thing, Jen." He shook his head. "Erica is frightening."



13
Sheriff Norris sat at his desk trying to make sense of it all. No matter how he tried to account for his last 24 hours, a large chunk of the day had been lost at the same time Erica LaPlante had been found. As if that weren’t enough, he had a vague sense of what Erica was doing at any given time: going to school, gossiping with her friends, or using class time to plan something completely un-scholastic.
He considered whether or not he was fit for duty when the phone rang. The sheriff didn’t even have to ask who it was.
"Aren’t you supposed to be at school?"
Erica laughed. "So feisty. Fighting my control at every turn. I need you to tell me everything you can about Ted Finley."
Sheriff Norris knew it wasn't protocol to provide information from the office database to anyone who asked. There was a bureaucratic process. One that he'd never broken until now.
He punched Ted's name into the computer. "Nothing is coming up. No priors. Ted doesn't have a file."
There was a pause on the other end of the line. "I suppose that's good. Though a little aggression wouldn't have hurt. Anything strange in his family?"
"I think you might be more familiar with them than I am."
"My memory. It's not 100%."
"Neither is my database." The sheriff’s frustration grew. "Do you have any other questions?"
Erica sighed. "Temper, temper, Sheriff. Can you email me everything you have on the perps involved in the diner robbery?"
"I don't feel..." His willpower dwindled to zero. "I don't have your email address."
Erica provided it.
"Thanks, Sheriff. Don't worry. You're playing a small part in making your world a better place."
Sheriff Norris wasn't so sure.
The sheriff was used to giving Erica a pass for underage drinking, not a password to all their records. When she disappeared a month prior, everyone at the office assumed she’d be back within the weekend after a bender with some college kid. Sheriff Norris didn’t share that sentiment, and the first search party began after 24 hours. He recalled Erica’s parents appearing on every possible news station begging her to come home. With a missing person’s case lasting this long, he supposed this was a one-in-a-million happy ending. If not for the business with Ted Finley, Erica's return would have made national news.
Grayson, the smiley office admin, woke the sheriff from his stupor.
"Sir, do you want to see all the messages from last night? I think there might be over 100."
Sheriff Norris leaned back in his chair and put his hands through his diminishing sideburns. "Get me another cup of coffee and then wake up the prisoners. It's time to have a little chat."
The four perps his deputies arrested at the diner were a strange case. He'd booked all of them at one point or another since he'd taken over as sheriff five years prior. It was always for small stuff: petty theft, breaking and entering, trespassing on private property. Armed robbery and attempted murder were a step up for such a lowly bunch.
"Good morning, Sheriff Norris." Nigel sidled up against the bars. "Lovely day, isn't it?"
The thug was as loose and relaxed as Sheriff Norris had ever seen him.
"What do you have to be so happy about? You'll be in a county jail by the end of the week."
Nigel interlocked his fingers and rested his chin on his hands. "Three square meals a day and constant companionship? That sounds quite nice if you ask me."
The sheriff let out an audible sigh. "Can you at least tell me why you did it? You're a below-the-radar guy. You could've kept a low profile for a lifetime."
The witness accounts said that Nigel exhibited superhuman strength and blew out all the windows using his voice alone. Sheriff Norris wished that several people hadn't corroborated the report.
"You know what they say. Get busy living or get busy dying." Nigel smirked. "I suppose I did a little of both."
The sheriff didn't like riddles.
"If I have my way, I'll have you guys out of here first thing tomorrow. Paperwork. You know how it goes."
Nigel nodded. "Seems like a lot of red tape."
The sheriff headed back to his office. "It's how life works."
"But what if it wasn't, sheriff?" Nigel’s voice grew darker. "What if you could change the rules and live your life the way you wanted?"
The sheriff turned back, wrinkling his forehead as he tried to understand his prisoner. "I suppose that'd be nice. Don't start any revolutions when I'm gone."
"No promises." The Brit clicked his tongue. "Oh, one last thing."
Sheriff Norris crossed his arms.
Nigel’s eyes glowed. "If you happen to see Ted, please give him my best."
When the sheriff sat back down at his desk, he didn’t hesitate. His fingers dialed Erica’s number without giving it a second thought.
"The whole world’s gone crazy. Including me."
Sheriff Norris looked down at his hands and wondered what on Earth was happening to his quiet town.
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Ted wasn't much of a storyteller. Despite that, he'd been asked to regale all three of his morning classes with the tale of his daring rescue at the diner. It made sense to discuss it in history and English class. But Algebra II? Not so much. Most of the students were rapt with attention. Some were as awake in school as he'd ever seen them, and he found himself having to answer questions he'd never even considered.
"Do you think your powers were meant for good or evil?"
"What if there are others out there like you?"
"Have you ever tried to float a root beer float?"
Ted got high fives in the hallway from people he'd never talked to. With all this attention, he still couldn't get the image of Erica staring right at him out of his head. It seemed impossible just a day or two ago. If he'd known that all he needed to do to get her attention was save a bunch of people from being murdered, he likely would have gotten himself killed from such efforts years ago.
When Ted began to change into his shorts for gym class, he realized he had more to worry about than Erica and cold-blooded killers. Natalie was the class' resident athlete, and he still had no idea what she would think about this entire superhero business. At the beginning of the period, they would be forced to sit in lines organized in alphabetical order. Natalie came right before him. When he entered the gym, he could see her stretching in her athletic wear. She looked natural and the shorts and short sleeves showed off her toned legs and arms.
As they sat down, she turned her head to the side a few degrees and whispered over her shoulder. "I'm glad you're OK."
His stomach settled. "Thanks."
Maybe gym won’t be so bad after all.
After a short warm-up, the class divided into teams for a round robin basketball tournament. Ted had height on his side, but not much hand-eye coordination. All the rebounds that came his way tended to bounce off his outstretched arms. After missing three shots and throwing a terrible pass, his team was down 0-5. He didn't mind losing; after all, it was only gym class.
Coach Fowler didn't feel the same way. He blew his whistle. "Finley, get over here."
The coach had a team under his command every sports season. He was all-athletics-all-the-time, and his giant biceps demonstrated his after-hours fitness dedication as well.
He squeezed the back of Ted's neck. "I want you to look at the other game, Finley."
While his court had been full of blunders, the opposite side was another story. Natalie's team was dominating, all thanks to her. He watched her hustle to get a loose rebound, perform an acrobatic spin move, and lay the ball in with ease.
"She's good."
"Her being good isn't what matters to me, son. It's that she's trying. Gym class is all about putting forth your entire effort. It's about applying yourself."
Ted was confused. "This is how I've always played, coach."
Coach Fowler gripped his neck harder. It hurt. "I've seen the video like everyone else in this school, Finley. Your level of ability has changed. If you don't start applying yourself, I'm not going to give you a passing grade."
Ted never knew his increased abilities would affect his gym class participation grade. "Alright, coach."
Coach Fowler slapped his spine and sent him back into the game. On the next possession, Ted asked for the ball. When he reached the three-point line, he let the ugly shot exit his hands. If left to its own devices, it would’ve slammed into the backboard and missed the rim completely. Instead, Ted pointed in the direction of his errant toss and mentally guided the ball into the hoop. Coach Fowler clapped hard. The game was on.
Ted followed his shot with an "air block" and a long three-pointer. Then he poked the ball loose from an opponent's hands from five feet away and knocked down another powers-guided shot. By the time the game was over, he'd made five consecutive shots and his team had more than doubled the other's score.
Okay, that kind of felt good.
"There we go, Finley." Coach Fowler cheered from the sidelines. "Now that's application. Let's get the winners on this court and the losers on the other."
It was so rare for Ted to be on the winner's side, he nearly abandoned his team. A classmate stopped him and guided him over to the correct side. That's when he realized he'd have to face Team Natalie.
Ted watched the sun reflect off the side of her bronze face. She looked as beautiful and strong as ever. When the game began, Natalie called off her defender and pointed directly at Ted. He looked behind him and then back at his ex.
Natalie dribbled between her legs. "I saw you over there. Don't use your powers. It's cheap."
"Coach Fowler said he'd fail me if I don't."
Natalie growled, which was sort of a turn on for him. She moved the ball from one hand to the other and easily went around her former beau. Before he could turn toward the net, the ball was already in the hoop. On his team's possession, Natalie chose to guard him. Once again, he shot the ball from long range, but Natalie blocked it out of the air, dribbled all the way down the court, and tapped the backboard as she laid the ball in.
Ted looked over at Coach Fowler. He gave Ted a thumbs-down.
He huffed. "Give me the rock,"
His teammate rolled his eyes. "Oh, you're real street." He sent the ball into Ted’s hands.
Natalie moved to guard him at the top of the three-point line. He passed the ball toward an open teammate and Natalie moved over to double-team. There was only one problem: the ball never reached the teammate, as Ted chose to keep it floating in mid-pass. He used his powers to bring the ball back to his hands and took a wide-open three, guiding it right into the hoop. When Natalie's team went down the court, he used his mind to make the ball go kick the point guard's foot and right into his hands. He dribbled, shot, and hit another three. After Natalie made a mid-range jump shot, she guarded Ted tightly up and down the court.
She widened her stance. "No more tricks."
Ted winked. "Just try and stop me."
When he stepped back to heave up a long three-pointer, Natalie slammed hard into his legs and fell right on top of him. He moved the ball into the net as Coach Fowler blew his whistle for a foul.
It only lasted two seconds, but Natalie temporarily lay across Ted's body. He remembered the last time the two of them had kissed. They'd cleared off a few piles of junk on the couch in his basement and had a spirited make-out session until his mom knocked on the door. That had been just a week and a half ago, but for Ted, it felt like a different life. He wondered what would happen if he put his palm on Natalie's lower back. Perhaps she'd remember what it was like to be together. In the split second their eyes locked, he swore he could see a hint of sadness. Maybe Natalie felt the same way that he did. Then again, she might have just been mad that he hit the shot. She got up and walked away before he could know for sure. She'd neglected to help him up.
Ted focused more on the foul than his team's victory after class. When they were dating, Natalie would wait outside the girl's locker room for him. Ted looked over at her spot. There was nobody there, so he walked alone.
During study hall, homework was the last thing on his mind.
Should I have said something? Or done something?
A hand resting on his shoulder brought him out of his stupor. Ted spun to his right to see Erica LaPlante smiling right into his eyes.
Holy crap.
Ted’s mind raced from the day she moved in next door to weekend sleepovers to the end of their friendship. A variety of emotions took over his brain. He stared without blinking. While he had no idea how to feel, he did eventually realize she’d looked at him for three seconds without a word being exchanged.
"Hi."
"Hey, Ted." Her voice was like an oasis. "I need you to do something for me."
His words caught in his throat before he finally found them. "I didn’t think you had study hall now."
She put her finger up to her lips. "I came here to talk to you."
Ted felt like his heart exploded. "To me?"
Erica nodded. "I'm going to pretend to go to the bathroom. Get a hall pass and meet me in the band room in five minutes. K?"
A day earlier he'd had his heart broken. Now, the only other girl he'd ever wanted to be with was asking for a secret meeting.
I don’t know how much of this I can take.
He blinked at her, as she flashed a perfect smile and left the room.
After nearly blowing it by running into the assistant principal, Ted opened the clear glass door to the empty band room and walked inside. He'd played the clarinet in middle school and recognized the familiar musty smell of the acoustically modified room.
"Erica?"
"Shhh." She hid to the side of the door, her back pressed up against the wall. "Come in."
Ted ambled forward on the red carpet until he was all the way inside. Erica sauntered over to the door and gripped the handle.
"I've been waiting to talk to you all day long."
Ted's heart was pumping blood at an incredible rate. "Wow." He tried his best to seem cool and collected. "Really?"
"Really."
Erica bit her bottom lip as she closed the door behind them.
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A beeping machine both woke Stucky up and told him he was still alive. His eyes darted around the white room as he did his best to breathe. Stucky didn't know what day it was, but he knew he had a second chance. He was completely alone. There were no cops. There weren't any possessed family members or friends around. He did feel a sharp pain whenever he exhaled, but he’d take agony over coming back as something horrible. A nurse pulled back the curtain around his bed and smiled when she saw his eyes open.
"Hey there, Stucky."
"You know my name?"
The nurse was pretty enough to make Stucky wonder if there was some kind of angel situation going on. Given what he'd seen in the last few weeks, he wouldn't be too surprised. The nurse leaned down to check his vitals.
"You've made two things very clear since you've gotten here. Keep you alive and call you Stucky. So far, we've done an OK job of both."
Stucky laughed until the pain made him stop.
"Has anybody been in here to see me?"
"We made an effort to contact your family members." The nurse checked his intake form. "We can try your brother, Tanner, again."
Stucky tried without success to shift his position. "He goes by Tank. No need to contact him. I was kind of hoping to be left alone."
"I respect that."
"And there haven't been any cops or anything either, right?"
"Why would there be cops?"
Stucky held his breath before proceeding with caution. "To ask about the guy who did this to me, maybe?"
He hoped he’d made a good enough save.
The nurse narrowed her eyes. "Somebody attacked you?"
"Sort of."
Stucky thought about his trip through the air. The kid sent him to the hospital without even breaking a sweat. And here Nigel had said the job would be a piece of cake. Stucky was in such rough shape, he probably couldn't even eat a piece of cake.
"Honey, we had you down as jumping off the roof of the bank." She shook her head. "If the manager wasn't there that day looking over some paperwork, we probably wouldn't have gotten to you in time."
The thought of crashing through that car made his back stiffen. He wondered if he'd still be having the conversation if he'd landed on the pavement or somewhere in the middle of the street.
"Oh." Stucky held back a cough. "No, I was... pushed."
Concern spread across her face. "Maybe we should get the cops."
Stucky reached out and caught the nurse's hand before she could walk away.
"Don't. It's something I'd rather take care of myself. Can you stay with me for a sec?"
The nurse put her hand on Stucky's. He couldn't remember the last woman who'd treated him this nicely.
"I can only stay for a little bit. I've got a lot of other patients, and some of them are way cuter than you."
He smirked, learning quickly from his last attempt to laugh. "I doubt it, but thank you."
Stucky knew that if no cops had associated him with the diner, he could get off scot-free. He didn't know where Tank and the others were, and it was possible they didn't have a clue about him either. He finally had an out from this inter-dimensional war.
"Do you ever think about running away?"
The nurse showed off a wide grin. She had a bright, white smile that made him feel like he was in a toothpaste commercial.
"I think if you don't consider running away a few times a month, you know you're crazy."
Stucky knew it was impossible, but he temporarily entertained the thought that the nurse could run away with him. Maybe he'd go back to his parents' place in the Midwest.
They'd have to take me back if I brought a girl.
"I think I'm gonna get out of here when I'm better." Stucky’s chest grew warm. "Just jump in a car and see where the road takes me."
"If I didn't have kids and a job, believe me, Stucky, I'd be doing the same thing."
"Thanks for listening to me." He sighed. "I haven't had a lot of people do that lately."
The nurse flashed her teeth again. "You’re welcome." She stood up and grabbed her clipboard. "Now, I'm going to have to tell someone about you getting pushed. It's hospital policy."
Stucky felt his heart race. "No, you don't understand. I don't want to talk to anybody about it."
The beeping machine started getting more intense.
"Stucky, calm down."
He tried to reach for the nurse again, but instead he started to cough. The pain shot through him. He tried to hold it back, but he now felt like he was drowning.
"Nurse, please–"
He watched her pull back the curtain and heard her call for help. She seemed farther away than she was before. He knew exactly what was happening.
"It's not fair."
Stucky felt the room grow dark. One of the last images he saw was the nurse gathering several other people around him. They touched his body and shouted something, but at this point he was too far gone to hear them. When he closed his eyes, a memory came to him. It was the brick red townhouse he'd grown up in. It was his parents' house. He saw the yard. He saw his mom’s and dad's faces. Stucky watched his brother, Tank, throwing a football in the backyard. And then everything faded away.
For the next few minutes, the nurse, her supervisor and the doctor did their best to resuscitate Stucky. After trying everything they could, the familiar flatline tone of the machine sounded.
"We need to do more." She took Stucky’s hand. "Can we please try something else?"
The doctor stopped her. "He's gone. Time of death, 1:35 p.m."
The nurse couldn't help her tears. It wasn't the first time she'd talked to a patient shortly before he passed, but repetition didn't make this part of the job any easier.
"You didn't have to run away so fast, Stucky."
She gripped his hand tighter. A few seconds went by before his arm shot up off the bed and grabbed the nurse by the throat. Stucky sat upright and the symbol on his arm glowed blue.
"I think you're right." His eyes were like daggers. "I should stay."
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Step one of Erica’s mission was complete. She’d located and isolated the living soul. The second step could be significantly more difficult. Erica looked into Ted’s eyes and saw a love-struck teenager and the spitting image of her own first love, William.
Her heartbeat quickened. "Wanna sit with me?"
Ted responded with a blank stare.
She laughed to herself.
He’s cute, but is he actually harmless? Can we control him?
Erica asked the same question again, and this time the living soul complied. As they sat in the front row, Erica adjusted herself to make the knife in her back pocket more comfortable.
She fluttered her eyelashes. "I hear that you never stopped looking for me."
"I wasn’t the only one." He looked away from her stare. "But no. Friends don’t give up on each other like that."
Erica could feel herself being drawn to him. She wasn’t sure if it was the teenage hormones raging through her body, the recollection of her first love, or Ted’s loyalty that did it.
Regardless of what it was, her stomach tightened. "I gave up, Ted. I wasn’t a good friend, so I’m not sure why you—"
When Ted clasped her hand, she nearly reached for her weapon on instinct. She hoped he hadn’t picked up on the momentary burst of fear.
"My friends called me an idiot for still caring about you, but I knew that beyond the popularity and the booze, you were still a good person." He shivered as he spoke. "That you were still the real you."
Erica’s mind was a frenzy of thoughts. The part of her that felt like a fraud was pushed aside by her desire for a second chance.
She tucked some hair behind one ear. "But I’ve done a lot of bad things." Her mind flashed to the knife. "Things I’m not proud of."
Ted slowly brought his hand up to her cheek. Nearly all thoughts of her mission slipped away as she let his warmth sink in.
"I can’t do anything about your past, Erica, but just know that I forgive you. Even if you never talk to me again, I forgive you for everything."
Erica wasn’t a warrior anymore. She wasn’t a killer or an operative keeping her side afloat in an inter-dimensional war. She was just a girl tilting her head to the side and leaning toward a boy’s face. Ted closed his eyes and pressed his lips together.
They were less than an inch away from making contact when a voice cried out from across the room.
"What the hell?!"
Erica reached for the knife again as she spun toward the interruption. Her former inhabitant’s memories kicked in to identify the tall, athletic intruder. It was Natalie Dorn.

The rage coursed through Natalie’s veins, as she stood frozen in place. As if getting beaten in basketball by the new resident superhero wasn’t enough, she’d just caught her ex-boyfriend scoring another kind of rebound altogether. The silence went on for what seemed like an hour until Ted stood up.
He breathed heavily. "It’s not what it looks like."
Natalie gave him a stink eye. "Oh, really?"
Ted looked back at Erica who was frustratingly perfect and composed in every way possible.
"Okay, it is what it looks like, but that’s what people always say."
Erica stood up like a well-trained supermodel. "I can go if you two need to talk something out."
I’m going to strangle her to death. No, I’ll start with him, then her. No witnesses that way.
Natalie growled, spying the handle of a weapon jutting out of the back of Erica’s pants.
The momentary confusion failed to blunt her ire. "No, Queen of Bad Intentions, you two stay here. I wouldn’t want to ruin your tongues’ reunion."
She stormed out into the hall as the class change bell blared into her ears. Natalie had simply wanted to get a few extra minutes of trumpet practice. Instead, she’d seen her worst nightmare acted out before her very eyes.
The slutty superhero caught up to her within seconds. "Nat, I’m sorry."
She refused to break her stride or look in his direction. "I bet it’ll be easier on your x-ray vision if you just tear her clothes off first."
Ted spoke rapidly. "I don’t have x-ray vision and I’m not tearing off anybody’s clothes."
Natalie restrained herself from punching him in the neck. "I just can’t believe you. I thought you were different."
All of a sudden, she felt her shoulder turn against its will until she was facing her ex-boyfriend.
"Nat."
Her blood boiled. "Oh, you did not just use your powers on me to keep me from walking away. Tell me you did not just do that."
Ted’s face was tense and pink. "I’m just trying to explain myself."
Natalie bit the inside of her cheek and drew blood. "Look, you’re a celebrity superhero now, so I’m not about to tell you what to do with your life. But as someone who cares about you, I need to tell you that you don’t know her anymore." His forehead wrinkled. "I think I do."
"No, you don’t. You don’t know where she was. You don’t know who she was with. And I’m sure you don’t know why she snuck a knife into school today."
Ted’s eyes narrowed. "What’re you talking about? I know her!"
Natalie took a step past him and put her hand on the door to the girl’s bathroom. "You don’t. But you’re going to."
She pushed her way into the bathroom and slammed a stall door behind her. Ted may have had superpowers, but she knew there was no way he’d follow.
Natalie stewed in her hatred for a few minutes before bashing her knuckles against the stall’s cheap metal interior.
"I’m going to show him and the whole school who she really is." She nodded to herself. "After I expose her dirty little secrets, she’ll never show her face in Treasure again."
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Nigel took a deep, satisfied breath as he watched Tank pace back and forth in the cell. It was easy to identify a younger spirit; even once it had crossed over to human form. On the other side, Nigel had been involved in this war for hundreds of years. He knew that a few hours or days here and there weren't worth much.
Yarrick groaned. "Can you sit down? You're giving me bad headache."
Tank looked up at Yarrick and slammed his fist into the wall. The blow left a crack and little pebbles of concrete tumbled to the ground.
"The next one could be aimed at your head, human." Tank took a step toward the Russian before he resumed his pacing.
"If you were not alien, I would do more than ask nicely."
Tank grumbled. "I'm not an alien. I'm from a different world. A stronger one. We deserve to take this place from all of you and we deserve it now."
Yarrick laughed.
"We are the same. Both in a cell."
Tank lunged for Yarrick, but Nigel easily stepped in between the two. Tank raised a fist, but one look into his superior’s eyes turned his rage into fear. Nigel motioned for Tank to sit down on the other bed next to the dozing Carter. Tank kicked at the floor before sitting.
Nigel lit the room with his grin. "No need to rouse the guards, gentlemen."
"Boss, you and I could break us out of here no problem." Tank cracked his knuckles. "Why are we waiting?"
The Brit cleared his throat. "I don't want any more surprises. We need to find out more before we continue the plan."
Yarrick narrowed his eyes. "No disrespect, boss, but without newspaper and internet, how will we find out more?"
That's when Nigel felt the energy enter the building. Someone powerful was here, and it didn't feel like the living soul.
"Seek and ye shall find, Yarrick."
As if on cue, a guard approached the cell door. He was as large as Yarrick, though Nigel could feel his apprehension through the bars. The Brit’s reputation as some kind of supervillain had spread.
"Nigel, you have a visitor."
He let his eyebrows dance. "Don't worry, everyone. I'll be back. Hopefully with a cake that has a crowbar baked inside."
Yarrick laughed as the guard slapped on a pair of handcuffs and led Nigel into the hallway. The old Nigel had been in the sheriff's cell before for petty crimes here and there. It was like his home away from home. He almost felt sentimental when he stepped into the interrogation room.
He noticed Sheriff Norris right away, but the lawman wasn't the one who caught his attention. He wasn't the one with the power. Sitting in a chair facing him was a cute teenage girl. She wasn't even old enough to vote in this world, though her knowing eyes said she could do more than most humans.
Nigel slowly nodded. "Sending a little girl to save the day, it's a bold move."
The guard sat the Brit down across from the girl. She continued to stare right into his eyes.
"I'll leave the two of you alone." Sheriff Norris motioned for the guard to leave the room.
"You sure, Sheriff?"
The sheriff spoke in a monotone. "Trust me."
The two men left the room and Nigel put his feet on the desk.
The girl smiled. "If I remember correctly, a little girl started this whole business in the first place."
Nigel's smile faded. He pulled his knees back in and sat straight up. Nigel knew exactly who she was. Having her on this world wasn't going to make his plan any easier.
"Oh, that's rich. It's you. I suppose I should be honored. What's your body called? Tiffany? Candy?"
"Erica. I already know yours. Let's cut the chitchat."
Nigel shook his head. "No. I want to chat all day long. How was the crossover? Have you slept well since you returned? Are you excited to die again?"
Erica stood up. She was taller than he expected. He imagined that before the girl’s body died, she had a line of boys and men waiting to date her.
She flared her nostrils. "I've died a dozen times. I'll keep coming back to stop your kind."
Nigel noticed Erica's temper. He knew this was his moment to strike.
"The first time you died, you thought it was for something." He chuckled. "You gave your life, but the war continues to rage on. You could have died an old woman in your bed with a family and someone to love."
Erica crossed her arms and looked in the other direction. Nigel loved this feeling. It was one thing to attack someone physically and make them squeal with pain. Making them feel darkness to their core was significantly better.
"Hundreds of years later, you have nobody. The light souls barely accept you as one of their own. And your side continues to give up ground, body by body, world by world."
Erica sniffled. This was the most fun he'd had since he'd crossed over.
"You've grown tired. I can tell, E-ri-ca. It's a fight you can't win and you're starting to realize that." Nigel stood up and raised his voice. "When we slice this dimension in two, we'll cut down all your little school friends and take over everything you hold near and dear."
Nigel expected a reaction. He wanted her to crumple to the ground. But that's not what he got.
Erica turned around without a tear on her face. "Slice this dimension in two? You have the sword, don't you?"
Nigel's mouth gaped open. "No. I didn't... I didn't say that."
"You did. So that's your plan, huh? Thanks for your help."
Erica made a signal through the two-way mirror and the guard and sheriff came back in. Nigel had gone into the room seeking information. Instead, he was the one providing it.
"Hey, Nigel." Erica stopped at the door. "Always great seeing an old friend."
She turned and exited. Nigel wanted to bash her head in. He saw it all in his mind: he'd kick the guard through the mirror, lift the sheriff up and smash him through the table and then choke the girl to death with his handcuffs. But Nigel wouldn't let his rage get the better of him again, however, and he let himself be led back to the cell.
After he returned, Tank stopped his pacing and let the guard go out of earshot. "So, what'd you find out?"
"They know everything."
Nigel decided against telling them he’d been the one who shared the intel.
Yarrick sighed. "What are we going to do?"
Nigel gripped the barred gate. "Tomorrow, we're going to kill them." He easily bent the metal in his grasp. "We're going to kill them all."
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Ted saw nothing but darkness in every direction. He realized there was something firm in his hand – a long piece of wood. Instinctively, he took out a lighter and set the torch aflame.
"Ah, much better."
The darkness gave way to blank cave walls.
"I guess."
He wasn't sure which was more frightening, the pitch-blackness or the ominous cave. As he looked over his shoulder, Ted saw he was not alone. Dhiraj carefully examined every treacherous step as he walked. Erica was there, too, and she looked much more confident on the terrain. There were three others with him, but he was unable to make out their faces. As he looked ahead once more, he saw their adversaries. Bloodthirsty and more than a little pissed off, Nigel and his crew rushed at them.
"Run." Erica pushed him behind her. "You're too important."
"I appreciate the thought, but—"
Ted should have listened. Before he could finish his thought, Nigel was upon him. The Brit pulled back his sword and shoved it forward, right into Ted's stomach. The pain shot through every ounce of his being. As he screamed, Erica and the others covered their eyes when a blue light exploded from the wound, opening a portal to another world. Ted tumbled to the ground as the gateway grew larger. Small pulses of energy shot out of the light, slamming into each of his friends. Something told him they weren't his friends any longer. Erica, Dhiraj and the others became cold and dark. Erica walked up to Ted, who continued to writhe in pain.
He reached for her ankle. "Please, help me."
Erica pushed him down with a kick to the midsection. "It’s all over, living soul." She lifted her heel and stomped down on Ted’s neck. Everything went black.
Ted awoke with a jolt on a bench outside of the school gym. He reached over for his bag, but in his restlessness, he'd accidentally propelled it across the hallway with his mind.
He groaned. "Just what I needed. Nightmares."
He shook his feet awake and walked toward his backpack. The bag was sitting next to a paintball stain on the wall from last month's unauthorized war games. He recalled Principal Stoll lecturing them during an angry all-school assembly that it would take years to find all of the marks. He threw the strap of the backpack over one shoulder.
Ted had dozed off in an effort to escape. As soon as the end of the school day bell rang, Dhiraj texted him a link. It was a video some classmate took of Ted's encounter with Natalie. A story with the title "Female Athlete Gets Heated with Superhero Ex-Flame." Ted had a feeling Natalie would be displeased. He hoped the news vans wouldn’t show up at her house as well.
"I’m such an idiot. A horny, sentimental idiot."
As he drove home, Ted thought about the first time he saw Natalie. He’d been down to Dhiraj’s basement hundreds of times for Ping-Pong and video games. Never once had a girl even considered coming over until the Amazonian goddess sat cross-legged on Dhiraj’s couch. He’d heard rumors that she choked the last boy who talked to her, but much to his surprise, she was genuinely nice, if not a little competitive. Sure, she talked smack in between Ping-Pong points, but he loved the way she laughed and her occasional smiles. The three of them were inseparable until Ted wanted more. Now he wasn’t sure if they’d ever be friends again.
When Ted turned onto his street, he noticed Dhiraj standing in the middle of the road. As per usual, his friend wore a scheming grin.
He rolled down his window. "Sorry, I don’t pick up strange men."
Dhiraj chuckled. "Been burned too many times?" He scampered around the car and hopped into the passenger side. "I’ve got a surprise for you."
"I’ve had a few too many surprises lately."
Dhiraj adjusted Ted’s rearview mirror. "I promise, this is a way better surprise than not realizing someone was taping Natalie yell at you. I sent out a press release about that, by the way. It was Natalie-approved!"
Ted fixed his mirror. "Thanks, I guess. Next time, can you let me approve it too?"
"Yes, sir!"
As Ted’s house moved into view, he clearly saw the YNN news van in the front of his driveway.
His throat closed up. "Dhiraj?"
"Yes, Ted?"
"Why is a van for the most popular cable news network parked in my driveway?"
Dhiraj rubbed his hands together. "Because I set up a national news interview for you in about an hour."
Ted slammed on the brakes. "You did what?!"
"About 25 million people are about to meet you and love you."
His throat closed tighter. "25 mill – to meet me – in an hour?!"
"Yup." Dhiraj smiled like he’d been bathed in sunshine and rainbows. "Surprise!"
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Deputy Chad Daly thought he was in the clear. After all, he hadn't heard anything about the case for a solid week. He'd been precise. He had an alibi. Everything was back on track in his life until he saw Erica LaPlante at the start of his shift.
Her laugh and walk were unmistakable. The girl he’d last seen at the bottom of a dirt grave was alive.
How is this possible?
Daly crouched low beside Grayson as the admin sorted hundreds of phone messages and emails.
"What’s with the girl?"
Grayson peeked up from his paperwork. "Oh, her? That's a great question. Maybe she’s become a pint-sized psychic just in time to help Sheriff Norris with the investigation. I wouldn't be surprised, given how weird things have been."
The deputy’s pulse raced as he thought back to the first time he saw her. Erica sported a very fake ID at a club across town. He was the one who helped her get a much more legitimate license.
He felt a bead of sweat roll down his temple. "Sheriff say where he found her?"
Grayson raised an eyebrow. "With her reputation, she was probably in the bottom of a bottle of tequila. But kudos to her for still being alive."
Daly continued to stare. "Yeah. Kudos."
At first, Daly made sure things were hands-off between him and Erica. He bought her booze and helped her get out of jams before they got on her record. One night, she came over to his apartment and changed everything. He knew it was all her fault for forcing her way into his life.
She made me do what I had to do.
Daly was so out of it, he wasn’t sure how he got back to his desk. When Erica headed out, he turned his chair around and she walked right past him. Daly examined the exit as she left.
If she’s alive, how am I not in cuffs?
Assault. Endangering a minor. Plenty of other offenses came to mind, but Daly remained unchained as the sheriff’s shift ticked down to the end.
"Daly? You got a minute?"
He knew this was it. It had to be. But if so, he had no idea why the sheriff’s tone was so typical. Daly steadied his nerves and poked his head into his boss’ office.
His voice shook. "Yes, Sheriff?"
Norris didn’t look up from a case file. "Sit. Close the door."
Daly wanted to run. His eyes darted to the building’s exit and back.
Sheriff Norris glared at him over the top of the folder. "Would you close the damn door? Unless you’ve got somewhere more important to be?"
"No, sir." Daly swallowed his nerves as he shut the door and sat.
Norris handed him the case file. "Homicide a few hours back at the trauma center uptown. A man died, came back to life, strangled a nurse to death, and ran like hell. Notice anything interesting about the perp?"
The deputy had expected his own case file, not a puzzle to solve. He ignored his fight or flight response and dug in. A familiar name stuck out.
"This Stucky. Isn’t he related to—"
"They’re brothers."
Daly stared at the page. He didn’t give two craps about solving the case, but if someone had actually come back to life, maybe that would explain how Erica had survived their final encounter.
"Strange stuff. Mind if I give Ted Finley a call about this?"
"Be my guest, Deputy. I'm out for the day. Let me know if you find out anything interesting."
The deputy stood up. "Sir, if you don't mind me asking." His blood pressure spiked. "Why was the girl here?"
"She has insider knowledge of the diner case. You can't leave any stone unturned, deputy."
Daly felt a massive weight lift off his shoulders. "Yes, sir."
After the sheriff left, the deputy sat down at his desk with no intention of calling Ted Finley. He'd noticed something the sheriff hadn't on the report. Stucky's medical chart noted a strange tattoo on his right arm. It wasn't mentioned in the case report. Deputy Daly knew where he could find four similar tattoos just a couple of rooms away. He neglected to log his visit to the prisoner’s cell.
"How does somebody come back from the dead?"
Nigel had been lying down on the bench, but he rose slowly and looked the deputy right in the eyes.
The thug’s grin was unsettling. "That's the first good question I've heard all day."
The deputy watched Nigel as he walked toward the bars of the gate.
Daly took a step forward. "You were going to kill those people and bring them all back, like your friend at the hospital."
Nigel clapped his hands together three times. "I must commend you, Deputy. You're really thinking outside the box. Where are the comment cards? I'd like to recommend you for a promotion."
The deputy smirked. "I don't think they'd trust you with the pencil."
"A pity."
Daly could barely believe what he heard, but it was the only explanation for Erica’s survival.
"How do you know the girl? You two talked like old friends in there."
Nigel's grin grew wider. "She's not a girl. Nor is she a boy. She's much like you. A jail keeper for a broken system."
"She was dead. You're saying she's someone else now?"
Nigel was about to answer when the approaching sound of squealing rubber drew their attention.
"I'm sorry, Deputy. I'd tell you more, but my ride is here."
With a deafening crash, a massive truck slammed through the front doors of the building. The night shift employees drew their weapons while shielding their eyes from glass and debris. Daly’s heart pounded as he pulled out his own gun and watched Nigel and Tank rip the gate from their cell.
Daly’s eyes bugged out of their sockets. "Stay back. Freeze!"
Tank laughed. "I’ll freeze if you catch."
With a grunt, the prisoner thrust the gate forward. It slammed hard into Daly, who fell square on his back. The heavy iron gate fell right on top of him, cracking a rib and trapping him beneath its weight. Breathing was nearly impossible in the position, but Daly managed to shout and struggle.
Nigel leaned down over him. "Don’t you worry about the girl, Deputy. Won’t be long till she’s back in whatever hole she crawled out of. Now, if you’ll excuse me."
Daly attempted to push the gate off without success as the prisoners walked right out of captivity. He couldn't see the gunfight taking place in the other room, but he could hear it. Just like he heard the groans of his co-workers as they were tossed across the room like rag dolls. The deputy was able to just get enough leverage to roll himself to one side. As he did, he saw Nigel and the other thugs get into the truck. He recognized the driver from his mug shot in the file folder. Stucky waved at the deputy as he backed the truck full of superhuman fugitives out of the precinct.
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Ted watched the miraculous transformation of his living room into a television studio. Technicians snapped powerful lights into outlets that could barely handle the demand and two cameramen bickered over the best angle for the shot. A makeup artist applied a few dabs of concealer to Ted's face as he took it all in.
The woman was casual and confident. "So, you can make things fly?"
"Since yesterday."
"You nervous?"
Ted looked across the room as Rudy Bolger, the semi-famous news anchor, talked to a producer. Bolger had a habit of cropping up on viral videos where he made teen celebrities cry. Ted didn't mind showing his emotions, but he wasn't sure he wanted to do it on national TV.
He gulped. "A little."
"If it gets bad, just give the people what they want."
Ted had no idea what she meant.
"Thanks, I know exactly what you mean."
She gave him a few more pats before moving on to Bolger's face. As he looked in the mirror, Dhiraj suddenly appeared like the devil on his shoulder.
"I think she should have concealed more."
Ted glared at his friend’s reflection. "I already look like a porcelain doll."
"You look cherubic, Ted."
Ted couldn’t believe his parents agreed to the puppet show, but Dhiraj had secured paperwork to keep the news vans off their lawn. The Finleys were more than willing to trade one evening of insanity for grass that might actually grow back some day. Ted wasn’t so sure if the trade of plant life for his public humiliation was a fair deal.
He spun around in his chair. "Well, if you're my manager, do you have any tips for this interview?"
Dhiraj whacked him on the shoulder. "Just give the people what they want."
"Why does everybody keep saying that?"
Before Dhiraj could answer, the tall, wide, and loud Rudy Bolger rumbled over.
The anchor nearly squeezed Ted’s hand off. "I'm starstruck. I swear I watched your video a dozen times, and I still can't believe it."
Ted withdrew his hand. "Great to meet you, Mr. Bolger."
"Please. Call me, Rudy." He turned his appetite and attention to Dhiraj. "And this must be the ragin' subcontinental Asian himself."
Bolger and Dhiraj performed some kind of handshake fist bump combo. Given Dhiraj's comfort with all things monetary and celebrity, Ted wished his friend was the one getting grilled instead of him.
"It's a pleasure, Rudy." Dhiraj nudged the anchor like they were old pals. "Don't ride my best friend too hard out there."
"The story goes where the story goes, man." Bolger licked his lips. "You about ready for this thing?"
No. Of course not.
"You've got it, Mr.–I mean, Rudy."
Bolger slapped him on the back and walked him over to two elevated plastic chairs. As Ted took his place, he was surprised just how bright the lights were. He squinted as Bolger and his producer exchanged words through an earpiece. His leg began to bounce.
Everyone from school is going to see this. That means Natalie. And Erica.
A voice Ted didn’t recognize started counting down from 10.
"Remember, Ted." Bolger grinned wide. "Just relax."
It astounded Ted how much the phrase "just relax" caused him to do the exact opposite. Before he knew it, the countdown had come to an end.
"I'm Rudy Bolger and I'm here with the world's first superhero, Ted Finley. Ted, thanks for talking with us today."
Ted froze for a second. He coughed into the mic and then remembered he could speak. "Great having you. I mean, thanks for the chat."
Bolger smiled. "I've got some questions here for you, Ted, but first I wanted you to answer the questions the internet is asking."
Ted squinted. "Okay."
Bolger shuffled his notecards and moved one to the front. "@Smellthelove said, 'That super guy's got to be an alien, right? He ain't no human.' Are you an alien, Ted?"
Ted slumped forward.
Really, that's what you're going to lead with?
"I'm human. Born and raised here in Treasure. No alien escape pod in the backyard or anything like that."
Bolger furrowed his brow. "A very specific answer there, but we'll move on. @TV4Life asked, 'Ted ate some radioactive pancakes or something. Am I right?' Is TV4Life right, Ted?"
Ted couldn't help but laugh. "No, Rudy. TV4Life isn't right."
Bolger cleared his throat. "A super serum? A bite from a werewolf zombie? Did you stumble upon an ancient cursed book and read the inscription on page one?"
Ted considered pinching himself to make sure he wasn't dreaming. "Rudy, the real question isn't how I got these powers. Because I don't know. It happened so suddenly. The real question is why."
"If that's the question, Ted, then why did you get these powers?"
Ted drew an absolute blank. After all, it was the question he’d been asking himself since it happened. With the cameras rolling, he improvised as best he could.
"Someone or something knew that the thugs were about to start killing people in the diner." He took a deep breath. "For whatever reason, they thought I would be able to stop it. So they gave me powers."
"About those powers." Bolger stared deep into Ted’s eyes. "There is a contingent that thinks you hired the thugs, set up a bunch of wires and tricked the world like the special effects team of a summer blockbuster movie. What do you say to those people?"
Ted smiled. Now he finally knew what Dhiraj and the makeup artist meant. Ted pointed at the base of Bolger's chair and lifted his finger upward. The portly man began to float inch-by-inch into the air. The look on the anchor’s face was priceless. Ted hoped the segment wouldn't be cut, given the expletive Bolger uttered when he started to hover. After a few seconds, Ted let the man and his chair down gently and made an effort to not burst out laughing.
Bolger wiped the sweat from his brow. "That was unsettling. I'm convinced, Ted. Please never do that again. I have one last question. If you're the one the powers chose in the diner, why'd they pick you over all the other people in there? Why not other diner hero, Sandra Patton? Why not a cook or a grown adult?"
Ted wasn’t sure how, but relaxation had finally found him. "That's actually three questions, Rudy, but I get the gist. I may never know why the powers picked me, but I think they meant for me to help people."
Bolger looked right into the camera lens. "You're off to a good start, Ted."
As the two of them got their mics removed, Bolger shook Ted’s hand.
"That little stunt almost made me piss myself."
"Is that a good thing or a bad thing?"
"Anything that makes good television during my interviews is a good thing."
It took about an hour for the news crew to pack up and leave. Bolger signed an autograph for both of Ted's parents and exchanged cell phone numbers with Dhiraj. The interview was set to air later that night. Dhiraj flipped through the emails on his phone while Ted approached sleep on the edge of the couch.
"You know, I've turned down hundreds of interview requests for you. Lots of other requests, too."
Ted yawned. "What kind of requests?"
"Science fiction conventions, speaking engagements, photo solicitations."
Ted raised an eyebrow at the last item on the list. "I don't even want to know, do I?"
Dhiraj shook his head. "Maybe setting up a public email for your site wasn't the best idea, in retrospect."
Ted motioned for Dhiraj to hand over the phone. "If this is my email account, can I at least look it over once?"
Dhiraj passed it over and took out an identical phone from his other pocket so he could keep swiping.
Ted groaned and glanced at his account. "There are over 10,000 unread emails in here. When did you set up this account?"
"Yesterday."
Ted grimaced and scrolled through. One email caught his eye and he clicked on it.
The subject read, "when it opens" and the text had just one line, "everything will be lost."
Ted’s mind immediately went to his nightmare. The portal opened and seemed to turn Erica and his friends against him. He could still feel Erica’s boot on his neck.
Just a coincidence, I’m sure. Ted’s stomach twisted. Nightmares don’t come true. Do they?
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The phone woke Jennifer in the wee hours of the morning. As she rubbed the sleep from her eyes, she limped into the hallway to see her father looking frantic on the phone.
"They did what?! No, no press. Keep this quiet until we know more."
When did he start keeping secrets?
"Everything OK, Dad?"
He jumped, letting the phone drop to the floor. "Oh. Hey, honey. Nothing you need to worry yourself over."
Sheriff Norris shuffled into his bedroom. "I’m just going to go in for a few hours. You’ll be OK for breakfast?"
Her cloudiness of sleep was gone. "Sure." She leaned on the side of his doorway. "Dad, do you think Erica is going to be alright?"
The sheriff looked up from his shoelaces. He still seemed more guarded than usual. "Trust me, she’s more than capable of handling herself these days."
She glared at him. "What is that supposed to mean?"
Her father stood up. "I’m sorry, but I have to go." He kissed her forehead. "I’ll text you later."
Jennifer watched him scamper down the stairs and slam the front door behind him. "Bye."
With sleep out of the question, she pulled out her phone and scanned through her texts for the twentieth time.
Winny: Did you see the vid with Ted + the Giant?
Jennifer: I did. Nat would kill you if you called her that to her face.
Winny: It’s a term of endearment. 3 guesses who got her all hot and bothered.
Jennifer: No way. Did Erica say anything?
Winny: She didn’t have to.
After her exchange with Winny sent her into a mini panic attack, she sent a barrage of texts to Erica. All of them went unanswered. Since looking through her messages again did nothing to calm her nerves, she opted to start her morning workout early.
It was still dark when she got to the gym and hopped on the treadmill. She put in her earbuds and tried to clear her mind.
We still don’t know where Erica was for the last month. It had to be awful to deserve an apology. And for my dad to lie about it.
Jennifer turned up the volume.
Now if she hooks up with Ted, she’ll be national news. And Natalie. Well, Natalie will–
A tap on her shoulder pulled her from the music. Jennifer’s eyes widened as she saw Natalie Dorn on the machine next to her.
Jennifer removed an earbud. "Hey. Sorry, pump-up mix."
Natalie almost smiled. "Mind if I join you?"
"Go for it."
Natalie turned her machine up to the same level. "Ever been in a viral video?"
Jennifer kept her eyes locked forward. "Really sucks that someone taped that. It’s an invasion of personal privacy."
"I suppose you know why I was pissed."
Jennifer’s jaw clenched. "I haven’t talked to her since yesterday morning."
Natalie upped her treadmill a few clicks. "Jen, what was Erica doing before she skipped town?"
"Why do you want to know?"
Sweat dripped down Natalie’s forehead. "Your cousin is dumb as a post and all Beth cares about is breaking the school dress code. You’re the one who looks out for her, right?"
Jennifer slowed her machine to a walk and Natalie did the same. "Just because I’m scared of you doesn’t mean I’m going to rat out my friend. Not that I know anything that would help."
"I like you, Jen. You care about more than yourself. For example, you’d want to know if Erica snuck a knife into school yesterday."
Jennifer’s heart sunk. "She did?"
"You want to protect your friend, and so do I."
"She was dating an older guy." Her pulse sped up despite the reduced speed of the treadmill. "She kept him a secret from us."
Natalie frowned. "And you don’t know where he lived or anything?"
Jennifer stopped the machine and stepped off. Before she could get to the free weights, Natalie was on her.
"Spill, Norris. It’s the best for everyone involved and you know it."
"Fine." Jennifer tightened her ponytail. "She invited me to Veo one time before she was here. It was 1a.m., so I didn’t go."
Natalie cocked her head sideways. "She was in the hood at 1a.m.?"
Jennifer put up her hands. "That’s all I know. Take it or leave it."
Natalie actually grinned. It was a rare and strange sight to witness off the field.
"Enjoy your workout, Norris. Thanks for your help."
When Natalie disappeared into the girl’s locker room, Jennifer leaned back on the mirror, letting herself sink down to the faux-hardwood floor. She wondered what Natalie would find when she went looking for Erica’s skeletons. Would she break Ted free from the cheerleader’s thrall, or would it simply ruin all of their lives in the process?
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Watching Ted's interview was bittersweet for Sandra. She loved seeing her knight in shining armor being praised as an amazing hero. She doubted any bullies would pick on him when he ate out from now on. They'd be asking for his autograph instead. On the other hand, Ted was forever connected to one of the most traumatizing experiences of her life. A man tried to choke her to death when Ted turned the restaurant upside down to stop him.
Sandra looked in her bathroom mirror. The sink beneath her had collected some grime in the last few weeks. She'd been too tired from work to do much cleaning at home. Now that she had all the time in the world, cleaning was the furthest thing from her mind. Aside from her efforts to wash the strange mark from her arm. Her skin from her elbow to her shoulder was red and raw from scrubbing. She'd cleared the drugstore of everything from rubbing alcohol to peroxide, but it looked like whatever the diner gang used to make the symbol appear was there to stay, barring an expensive laser treatment.
"What's next?" Sandra stared deep into her own eyes.
Page's had been a temporary gig, until it wasn't. She was going to move to New York or Washington, D.C., but her relationships with two locals kept her grounded both times she wanted to go. As she looked at her reflection, she saw all the previous versions of herself. The pierced nose and lip she'd ditched a few years ago. The shave-under haircut her then-boyfriend hated. Sandra glanced away from the mirror and spied a black and white cat on the fire escape. The daredevil leaped from one handrail to the other with ease.
"Don't fall, kitty. It's a long way down."
Living on the fifth floor was a pain for moving, though it provided a nice view during the upcoming sunrise. Sandra heard a noise at the front door. She wondered if it was her crazy neighbor trying to get in the wrong apartment again.
"Carol? This is 5B. Remember, you're in 5C."
Sandra reached the foyer. When she saw the door was wide open, her heart skipped a beat. She swore she’d locked it.
Sandra balled her hand up into a fist. "Hello?"
While she didn't live in the best part of town, there weren't many breakins in Sandra's neighborhood. She supposed she was the lucky one, as per usual. Sandra heard movement somewhere in the apartment. It may have been footsteps. There wasn't enough time to be sure. She threw open the closet door, tossing aside shoes and coats to reach for a metal softball bat. It had been years since she played, but she hoped she remembered how to use it.
"Whoever you are, you better get out of here." Her voice stayed strong. "I don't go down easy."
The movement in the other room stopped. There was a step. Then another. With the third, a figure came into the room. There he was, almost a foot taller than her. It was Yarrick, the man who'd tried to choke her to death. Her nightmare had come to life.
"I was rummaging through pantry, but all you have is rabbit food."
She held her breath. "I'm vegan."
"You served me big plate of bacon at diner. Seems like contradiction, no?"
"People do strange things for money."
Yarrick grinned. "Good small talk. You want to say any famous last words?"
She wound up the bat. "Get the hell out of my house."
Yarrick laughed as Sandra ran toward him. As he was about to block the blow, she pulled back and used the bat like a pool cue right into Yarrick's stomach. He let out a deep groan from the unexpected blow. When he bent over, she swung the bat upwards and hit him in the face. Yarrick crumpled to the ground, and Sandra went running through the front door.
"Call 9-1-1! Carol! Anybody!"
Sandra turned the corner toward the elevators and ran right into Carter, the man who'd chanted the permanent symbol onto her arm.
He grabbed her by the shoulders until it hurt. "You're a little firecracker, aren't you?"
Sandra struggled to get some leverage and gripped the bat tightly. "You're right. I'm dangerous."
Sandra used all her might to slam the bat upwards into Carter's chin. It connected and stunned her captor. He released her just enough to give her some space. She kneed him in the groin and down he went.
She pushed the elevator button and tried to catch her breath. "Come on! Come on!"
When she heard Yarrick coming out of her apartment, Sandra dashed through the doors for the staircase. She ran at top speed, pulling the fire alarm as she went. It didn’t make a sound as the handle came off in her hands.
"Damn!"
As she cursed her luck, Sandra saw someone coming up from the third floor.
She screamed. "Help! Two men are after me!"
A chuckle brought Tank’s face into focus. "Correction. Three men."
Sandra nearly tripped as she sprinted to the fourth floor entrance. The elevator door opened when she passed by.
Adrenaline filled her body. "Please, help me!"
It was no neighbor. Instead, it was Yarrick, sporting a fresh red mark on his forehead. "No, I don't think I will."
This time he did catch the bat when Sandra swung, ripping it from her hands and tossing it to the ground. It clanged when it hit the hardwood.
"You're only making it worse."
She faked one direction and ran down the hallway the opposite way as fast as she could. Despite his size, Yarrick was fast, and she could hear him running closely behind. Sandra reached the end of the hallway and opened the window. Her hands shook when she pushed out the screen with both her hands. Sandra pulled herself up onto the sill, hoping she could reach the fire escape with a well-timed leap.
"Please, please, please."
She had it in view and prepared to jump, when her pursuer gave her a hard shove from behind. Sandra’s stomach and throat clenched tight as the air flew by her cheeks. She screamed as she plummeted to the unforgiving ground.
Sandra awoke to see Yarrick and the others standing around her. The pain in her head was immense, though it subsided with every passing second.
"You were supposed to just kill her. Not throw her out of the building."
"She was too feisty. She die either way, yes?"
Sandra lifted her head slightly and felt a swollen gash. It was covered with blood, but the wound had begun to heal itself. Sandra felt strong, as if she was a whole new person.
She leaped to her feet and socked Yarrick in the jaw. The blow was so powerful, it sent Yarrick to the ground while the others laughed. Sandra scowled and Tank took a step toward her. Nigel put his hand up to stop him.
"The waitress is just getting some anger out. Nothing to worry about."
"I don't think I'm a waitress anymore." Sandra inhaled deeply. "I think I'm a warrior."
"A warrior needs a war." Nigel grinned. "I happen to know of one going on right now."
Sandra felt like she was finally home. The symbol on her arm glowed in the night.



23
It wasn't hard for Natalie to convince her parents she was sick – she'd watched Ferris Bueller do it at least 50 times in her youth. After she'd gotten over the weirdness of licking her palms, the clammy hands trick worked quite well. Since her parents both had jobs, she waited the customary half hour before washing off the saliva and leaving.
Natalie used to take the bus to the shady part of town to play pick-up basketball. Veo's was only a couple of blocks away from where she got into her first game at the age of 12. She remembered the cheers of the assembled crowd when she faked out a guy twice her age and laid the ball in the hoop. Nobody paid her much attention as the bus rumbled to her stop.
The affluence of the nearby suburb hadn't rubbed off on the hood. If anything, the people who created the developments and strip malls filled with chain stores did everything they could to push the "undesirables" in this direction. There were a few small cues that rich people lived nearby, and Veo was one of them. Natalie nearly missed the place, as the front door was located down a nondescript alley. The fact that it was the only non-crumbling building on the block should have given it away. Instead, it was the truck loading in keg after keg of beer in the back. After trying the locked front door, she figured her best way in was with the booze. Natalie hid behind a dumpster as she waited for an opening. A seven-foot center wouldn't faze her on the basketball court, but sneaking into a seedy club gave her pause.
Remember, you're doing this to protect Ted.
She prided herself on her elusiveness as she snuck in, hiding from the deliverymen with relative ease. She hid next to a cash register until they left. The door shut behind them.
I'm in this. Natalie cracked her neck. No turning back now.
She took a look around Veo. It looked much bigger on the inside, and it was slightly more sophisticated than she imagined it would be. Veo felt like it belonged in a major city, but here it was on an abandoned block where the closest landmarks were a methadone clinic and a halfway house. Given the nearby attractions, few kids from school would try to come here even with a good fake ID.
She must’ve had a reason for coming here.
Natalie wandered into the main room of Veo's and saw a bartender wiping down glasses behind the bar. Natalie steeled her nerves and sat down in front of him.
"I'll have a milk."
The bartender hardly looked up from his task. He was the same height as Natalie but looked twice as wide.
"Get outta here, kid. I'll call the sheriff."
Natalie sat up a little straighter. "I don't think it'll stick. I'm friends with his daughter."
"You served a girl here." She took out her phone and pulled up an image of Erica. "I want to know who she was here with."
The bartender must have realized he wasn't getting rid of Natalie. He put down the glass and the cloth and looked at the picture more closely. She could tell right away that he recognized her. It all became clear in the pause before he gave an answer.
"I've seen her on TV. Real hot stuff. Never seen her here."
Natalie smiled. "What's your name?"
"Rick."
"Rick, this girl is 16 years old."
Rick the bartender grunted. His best attempt to intimidate her by staring straight into her eyes wasn't going to fly with a state champion.
Natalie stowed the phone. "I get proof she was here, and the sheriff'll take your license so fast, you'll have to give out these glasses as keepsakes."
"I hate kids. That's why I never had any."
"But you're fine with giving them double shots of whisky, huh?"
The last line made Rick cave. "The girl. She went by 'La' when she was here. Hung out with an off-duty deputy."
Natalie raised an eyebrow. "From Treasure?"
Rick nodded. "Daly's his name. You didn't hear it from me, and I never served anyone underage."
"Deal."
Natalie saw herself out and waited until she was back on the bus to do some sleuthing. It wasn't hard to get Daly's address. The bus would actually take her just a couple of blocks away from his place if she got off three stops early. She couldn't believe that, of all people, Erica was seeing a sheriff's deputy. A quick social media search showed that he was plenty active and in town during the last month. How come she was gone while he stayed put?
"There's got to be evidence at his place." She nodded to herself. "I'll be in and out. No big deal."
Despite saying the words out loud, Natalie wasn't convinced. She got ahold of Daly's cell phone number from a classified ad he'd posted a few years back. She at least needed to see if he was home before she stormed in. After stepping off the bus and taking a deep breath, she dialed the number. Daly picked up on the second ring.
"Hello?"
She did her best stuck-up cheerleader impression. "It's Erica."
There was a long pause on the other side. Natalie wondered if she should have pretended to be a neighbor instead.
Natalie broke the silence. "Are you at work?"
"How are you still alive?"
She stopped in her tracks about a block away from Daly’s.
What?!
She cleared her throat. "We need to talk. Where are you?"
"I'm at the hospital. Cracked rib. What did you see Sheriff Norris about yesterday?"
Good question. Why’d she see the sheriff? Is he tied up in this?
"I wanted to see you. I'd been gone for so long."
There was a pause on the line before it went dead. Natalie knew she'd pushed it too far. The only way she was going to figure out where Erica had been was by finding some evidence from Daly's place. She reached the front door. She had one last bit of hesitation, before she realized why she was truly there.
"This isn't about Ted. It's about her. It's about revenge." Natalie smiled. "And I can get on board with that."
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Ted tossed and turned as the same nightmare haunted his sleep. He had no control as he watched the same scene unfold: a lit torch, the faces of his friends, and Nigel's sword stabbing him through the abdomen. The portal opened and his friends changed into enemies. Ted did everything he could to alter the dream and fight for his world. But it was no use. The cave shuddered with a pounding sound. Ted woke up to the same noise, as his mother knocked on the door to get his attention.
"Ted! Are you all right? The door's locked."
Ted opened his eyes to absolute carnage. The door wasn't actually locked. While he slept, Ted had apparently used his powers to move his overstuffed dresser drawer in front of it. His end table and the lamp that sat on top had toppled to the ground, as well. It was a disaster. The one thing that remained untouched was the giant pile of clothes he'd left on the middle of the floor.
"You couldn't have folded those in your sleep? Or at least put them in the hamper?" He pulled the sweaty t-shirt from his chest and called out to the hallway. "I'm fine. I was just…sleep redecorating."
Ted used his powers to move the room back to its original order. Even without much sleep, it felt easier than it had the day before. He considered putting some of the clothes in his hamper, but that seemed like it would take too much effort. When everything was back in order and he checked the clock, Ted realized he only had 10 minutes until homeroom.
After throwing on the closest outfit, he grabbed a protein bar from his backpack and looked toward the window.
A smile crept over his face. "I think I know how I can avoid rush hour."
Ted stepped into his shoes as he called out to his parents. "Love you guys. Gotta fly!"
The superpowered teen opened his window and pulled up the screen. "Up, up, and-"
Ted tripped over the windowsill and fell straight down. He nearly hit the grass before his powers kept him from slamming into the lawn.
He sighed. "Not the best start."
Ted concentrated on floating higher and his body complied. Soon enough, he reached the cold air above the roof. Ted grinned as he looked down at the manicured lawns and swimming pools in his neighbors’ yards.
"A man could get used to this."
He focused on moving toward school and his powers answered in a hurry. Ted blasted across the sky faster than anticipated.
His teeth chattered in the thinner, colder air above Treasure. "I really should practice more."
Before he knew it, he’d covered three miles and change, stopping just above the high school parking lot. It took all his concentration to descend slowly. He hadn’t noticed the crowd that formed when he was just a few feet from touching down. Applause greeted him when he made contact. Pride warmed his chest until he attempted to walk toward the school.
The mass of people blocked his every move. It was suffocating. In the pack around him, there were multiple autograph requests, several peers asking him for a job as a sidekick, and even a few attractive seniors asking to be friended online. All of them were shouting their requests at once and it started to give him a pounding headache.
He somehow made it through the lot and into the school, but the mob only seemed to swell the closer he got.
"Guys, I need to get to class."
The students grew louder and larger in numbers. The headache intensified in the back of his head as his momentum slowed in the effort to get to his locker.
"Please, I need to get to class, everybody. We can talk after school."
He felt his nerves start to fray as he considered floating over the crowd to get to his locker. Before he could make that decision, he was pushed too far. Literally. He was pushed too far to keep his balance and fell to the ground, his adrenaline spiking as he tumbled. The crowd responded with a gasp. Ted looked up and saw Jason Torello, who let out a quick snort.
"Hey, Finley, you owe me for the phone. Why don't you float me up in the air like you did that news guy?"
Ted stood up and gently moved the crowd back with his mind. A few of the girls shrieked.
"You're right." He narrowed his eyes. "I do owe you."
Ted pointed at Jason's chest. He thought of the sixth grade fight and the years of insults, as he lifted Jason into the air with ease.
The Torello twin squealed with glee. "I'm flying, everybody! I'm flying."
That's when Ted started to spin him. Jason started spinning faster and faster, and the squeals turned into pleas for help.
"Hey! Hey! Stop! I've had enough!"
Ted hadn't. He wanted to see how fast the twin could spin as the crowd egged him on.
"I know it was a good phone, Torello." Ted clenched his jaw. "Wanna make sure you get your money’s worth."
Jason’s face reddened. "Help! Phil!"
Phil Torello approached Ted. He had always been the grungier of the two – the one who was more willing to do the dirty work.
"Enough, Finley."
Ted smirked. "You want your turn, too?"
With nothing but a thought, he lifted Phil up into the air as well and started spinning him as the same speed as his brother.
Jason began to cry. "Stop! I'm sorry! I'm going to puke!"
Ted hadn’t had control for most of his life, especially when it came to bullies. He couldn’t control the spread of viral videos with his powers or the fight with Natalie. But with his former tormenters spinning in mid-air, he had control. He kind of liked it.
Behind him, Ted noticed the crowd parting. It was Principal Stoll. He gave Ted a death stare. "Put them down, Mr. Finley."
Ted stretched his fingers and the spinning stopped. He considered dropping the twins 10 feet to the ground, instead he lightly lowering them to their feet.
The Torellos tried to find their balance. They bumped into each other and tumbled to the ground. The crowd laughed.
"Mr. Finley, in my office. The rest of you, I believe I heard the homeroom bell ring."
They dispersed without another word. Ted followed the principal down the hall to the office in silence. As he passed through the doorway, his rule-breaking buzz turned into fear. Principal Stoll motioned for Ted to sit down before shutting the door.
"When I dealt with the paintball shenanigans earlier this month, it was the most challenging thing I'd ever handled as an educator. But it doesn't compare to this."
Ted had been in study hall when a dozen kids began opening fire on each other with paintball guns in the main lobby by the auditorium. He heard it was quite the show.
Ted kept his eyes low. "Yes, sir."
"I didn't know who you were before all this superhero nonsense happened. I was willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. I assumed you'd keep your head down like you always had. Do you know why I kept the media out from day one, Ted?"
Ted raised an eyebrow. "To protect the students?"
"Close. To protect you, Ted. I want to protect you from this circus. But if you aren't interested in doing me the same courtesy, I could take down the security guard and the gate in a hurry."
The remorse came in a wave as he bit his bottom lip. "No, it really is better this way. I’m sorry."
Stoll cleared his throat. "I don’t know what it’s like to be hounded for an autograph, Finley. But you don’t have to answer all their questions or entertain them at the expense of others. Heroes have more important considerations." He looked Ted straight in the eye. "Do you understand?"
Ted tried to let his anxiety relax. "I do."
"No powers. No circus. Got it?"
"Yes, sir."
"Now get to class."
Ted had only missed a minute or two of math when he sat down at his desk. Word of his visit to the principal must have spread, because the massive flow of attention slowed to a trickle the rest of the day. He was surprised that neither Erica nor Natalie were among the many students who crossed his path that morning. He brought up the point to Dhiraj during fourth period.
"Unlike you, they're laying low. Do you know there's already a story out online about your human juggling act? One news network spent an hour debating whether or not you should go to rehab."
Ted shook his head. "I guess I should’ve picked a livelier news week to get superpowers."
He looked to Dhiraj and his nerves kicked right back up. His friend wore the exact same outfit he had in Ted’s dream.
"What is it? You look like you’ve seen a ridiculously wealthy ghost."
Ted shook it off. "It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it."
He tried to breathe it out.
When it opens, everything will be lost.
Ted’s pulse raced.
"It doesn’t look like nothing." Dhiraj examined him. "Do you need a cucumber water or something?"
He shook his head. "Really, it’s nothing. Just a coincide-"
The lights went out in an instant. It was silent for a moment. The students in the class looked at each other and then at the teacher before the emergency breakers kicked in.
The teacher spoke up. "It's OK, class, probably just a power glitch. Let's give it a second for it to work itself out."
As the emergency lights shut off, several students whimpered. The majority turned to Ted as the buzz of the loudspeaker hummed throughout the room.
"Everybody please stay where you are." The voice’s British accent was unmistakable. "Your designated murderer will be around shortly to attend to you."
Ted stood up, his chair screeching behind him. "Everybody get out of the school. Get as far away from here as possible."
The other students didn't have to hear it twice. Most of them didn’t even gather their things. It was less than a minute before everybody was gone except for Ted and Dhiraj.
"Is that your British friend?"
"It is."
Dhiraj looked more panicked than Ted expected. "What are we going to do?"
Ted thought of the nightmare with the torch, the sword, and the screams of his closest friends. "We’re going to stop this on our turf." He looked at Dhiraj. "We’re going to win."
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Sandra stood on stage in the auditorium when the lights went out. She’d asked her old drama teacher Mr. Faraday if she could guest teach that day, and he’d jumped at the opportunity. He hadn’t realized that one of his best former students no longer existed. As Faraday stood and directed the students to evacuate, one of her "special helpers" prepared to lock them all inside.
The previous night, Nigel had presented her with a list of names. She recognized several of them as patrons or younger siblings of former classmates.
"What do you need me to do?"
Nigel smiled. "Pick two. Prep them. Bring them over to our side."
Her finger went down the list. She stopped at Jennifer Norris. "The sheriff’s daughter. Wouldn’t that be rich?" As she continued looking, she saw none other than her two least favorite customers. "When? Right now?"
"Yes, we'll need them for tomorrow."
She looked back down at her finger, which had settled on the twins: Jason and Phil Torello. Like everyone else, she got the two of them confused, so it was impossible to know which one of them grabbed her behind at Page's last year or which one left her board game money as a tip a few months ago. Either way, she knew this one would be enjoyable.
It wasn't hard to find the Torello residence, and it was even easier to figure out the room that Jason and Phil shared. From the lawn, she could see their faces illuminated with the multi-colored hues of their Xbox. Sandra had changed from her normal bedtime attire to something a bit more alluring. If one of them had wanted a piece of her in her waitress outfit, imagine what he would think of her with actual skin showing. Sandra took a pebble from the Torello's backyard path and nailed the center of the twins' window with ease. Both Jason and Phil poked their heads outside.
"Who are you?"
Sandra tried out her best girly laugh. "Just someone looking for a good time."
She watched the two of them confer. When they both smiled at the same time, Sandra knew she had them.
"We'll be right down."
Before long, Sandra had driven the two of them to West Park. There was only one other car in the parking lot, but it appeared to be abandoned. When she stopped the car and turned off the lights, she looked over at her prey. Despite the late hour, the Torellos were as bright and awake as could be.
The grungier one leaned in. "So, since I'm in front, do I get to go first?"
"Before we start," she said, removing the incantation from her pocket, "I need to say a few words."
Sandra began to chant, placing her arm on one twin’s shoulder. It didn't take long for her to finish, placing the symbol of the dark souls on his upper arm.
The win gawked at his new tattoo. "How'd you do that? What... what is it?"
"Ancient virility symbol." She touched his chest. "It allows for increased pleasure."
The other twin presented his arm right away. "You're gonna let us both get it, right?"
Within two minutes, the twins were both prepped and in the back seat.
"Are you ready?"
Both of the twins nodded hungrily. They reminded her of poor, defenseless puppies. Sandra flipped the headlight switch on and off.
She leaned toward them. "I'm sorry."
Two car doors opened before Yarrick and Carter threw the twins to the ground. Sandra stared straight ahead as she heard her human compatriots sap the life from the Torello twins. The two of them uttered similar high-pitch squeals before their first lives ended.
In the moment before the newly-upgraded Jason Torello locked the door, he let Yarrick inside.
Mr. Faraday called out to them in the dim work lights that remained on. "Jason. Please unlock those doors and go back to your seat. And sir, you aren't authorized to be here."
"I'm here to see show." Yarrick sat in the back and put his feet up on the row in front of him. "I'm sure it's no Chekhov, but it will do."
The Torellos stood like statues in the middle of the aisle, as if they were guarding the doors.
"Fine." Mr. Faraday humphed. "I'll unlock the doors myself."
Sandra watched as Mr. Faraday left his front row vantage point and walked toward the back of the auditorium. When he reached the Torellos, Jason grabbed Faraday by the shirt.
"Just what do you think you're doing, Mr. Torello?"
"In this scene, I'm gonna be a superhero."
Jason lifted Faraday high above his head, making it look easy. Faraday shrieked. The entire class stood up to get a better view.
Jennifer Norris stepped in front of her classmates. "Hey! Put him down."
Jason chuckled. "Sure thing."
With a grunt, the bully tossed the drama teacher high into the air. The instructor landed with a satisfying crunch and a whimper. The students’ eyes grew wide as Sandra took center stage.
"Looks like we’re going to need some subs, kids." Her eyebrows danced. "We’re in charge now."

Any residual sleepiness Jennifer felt from her early morning had just been thoroughly extinguished. She watched as Mr. Faraday writhed in agony on the ground. Jennifer’s pulse raced as she locked eyes with the guest instructor.
"Sandra, they just assaulted Mr. Faraday. We need to call the office!"
When Jennifer attempted to walk to the intercom button, Sandra took an incredible running leap and landed ahead of her.
"I'm afraid there's no chance any of you are getting out of here. In fact–"
Sandra grabbed Jennifer by the hair. It was too swift for Jennifer to avoid and any effort to pull away resulted in sharp pain on her scalp.
"Let go of me!"
"I will, if Mr. Faraday comes up here and lets me do a little bit of artwork."
"Hold on a minute, Sandra." Faraday struggled as he got up off the ground. "Don't do anything rash."
Faraday tried his best to calm the students, who were now all sitting in their original seats, minus the Torellos, who were blocking the aisles like bouncers. When Faraday reached the stage, Sandra tossed Jennifer to the side with ease. Jennifer’s ankle throbbed in response.
"What's gotten into you, Sandra?" Faraday’s eyes pleaded with his former student. "Is this about the diner?"
Sandra laughed.
"Mr. Faraday, you always were kind of slow. Sandra's dead. Long live Sandra."
"Sandra, this isn't funny."
"Oh, Mr. Faraday, comedy always suited you better than drama, so let's play a little game. You roll up your sleeve and let me paint a little picture, or me and my friends here will kill one of your students for each minute you resist me."
Jennifer looked her teacher in the eyes. Faraday didn't hesitate. He revealed his upper arm and walked over to his former student.
"You're insane."
Sandra cackled. "I'd say it was my public high school education that made me that way. But no, that just made me unemployable."
She took Faraday's arm and said an incantation in a language Jennifer didn't recognize. An image appeared where there was none before. The Russian man from the back started walking to the stage.
Jennifer felt the panic sinking in. "Mr. Faraday, I don't think this is a good idea."
"It's going to be fine, Jennifer. We'll let Sandra have her fun for now, and we'll all get out of here safe and sound."
Sandra laughed. "Just keep telling yourself that." She finished up the chant over Faraday's arm. It glowed with a blue light.
He shook his head. "Are we done?"
"He's all yours." Sandra gestured to the Russian.
He pulled himself up onto the stage. Jennifer could barely believe her eyes as he grabbed the drama teacher by the head.
"Wait!" Faraday struggled in the Russian’s grasp. "What are you- "
Yarrick twisted Faraday's head before he could finish his thought. Faraday dropped to the ground motionless. The students screamed and scattered while Jennifer dove to the ground beside her instructor.
"Why?! Why would you do this- "
A blast of blue light struck Faraday’s body, causing Jennifer to yelp and fall to her back. As she got up onto all fours, she saw her dead teacher’s eyes open.
Confusion reigned supreme in Jennifer’s mind. "Mr. Faraday?"
Sandra offered her former teacher a hand, which he took. As he stood up, she put her arm around him.
"Welcome home."
Jason Torello coughed. "Who's next?"
That's when Jennifer felt herself attempt to run. One of the backstage doors had a glass window on the top. She knew that if she could break it and open the backdoor through the window, there might be enough time to get out and warn somebody. Anybody. She was a few feet away when Faraday leapt and landed between her and the door.
"Way too slow. And you call yourself a student athlete."
Faraday grabbed Jennifer in a headlock. His arm was so tight around her neck, she thought it might burst from the pressure.
"Stop!" Jennifer’s head pounded. Please!"
He didn't listen, dragging her back to the front of the stage.
"Mr. Faraday, you don't have to do this. Whatever they did to you, it's not you."
"You're right." His eyes were no longer his own. "I can do whatever I want."
Faraday released the headlock and proceeded to rip Jennifer's shoulder out of its socket. She screamed as the sharp sensation took over. Everything was pain. Faraday let her go, and she crumpled to the ground.
"Why?" Her agony was immense. "Why'd you–"
"Don’t worry, honey." Sandra’s voice was laced with poison. "The pain will all be over when you cross over like me."
Jennifer could feel herself starting to tear up. She knew she was about to die and there was nothing she could do about it.
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Winny had been blabbering to Erica about some online video when the power went out. Unlike the rest of her class, Erica didn't move when Nigel came on the loudspeaker. She was actually pretty prepared for it.
"What are you doing?" Winny’s mouth moved to the side, as if she expected a brilliant, subversive scheme.
Erica returned a similar look. "I like his voice. I want to see what happens."
If she were telling the truth, Erica would have said she was figuring out which was the closest weapon she'd stored. She'd gotten to school a few minutes early to leave herself a few treats if anything interesting occurred during class. She would’ve rather carried a crossbow all day long, but she figured it would probably raise more than a few suspicions.
"Want me to be your wing-woman? His voice is pretty cute."
The previous Erica knew how easy it was to convince Winny and Beth to do whatever she said. She'd gotten both of them to break into their parents' liquor cabinets on multiple occasions. It was a power she’d abused on multiple occasions. The new Erica wasn't quite used to her own pull.
She rolled her eyes. "You are so gullible, Win. Get the hell outta here. I'll meet you by your car."
"Duh, I knew you were joking." Winny tossed her hair. "Don’t get killed or anything."
The scantily clad Winny joined the others scurrying into the hallway.
Erica waited until the class was empty before tossing her backpack to the side. She headed straight for the nearest janitor’s closet. Her footsteps were the only sound in the eerily empty hallway. When she opened the closet, she found her large metal plumber's wrench still in its resting place. She tucked it into her waistband and took a detached broom handle as well.
"Merry Christmas to me."
Erica heard another pair of footsteps and ducked inside. Her heart picked up the pace as she searched her senses for the presence of a dark soul. From the corner of her eye, she spied one of the henchmen: a human.
Erica smiled. "Christmas comes twice this year."
The dark souls had to keep humans around for their ritual, but Erica knew it was a bad idea to send one her way. She tiptoed behind the man she recognized as Carter, the thug Ted had floated into the path of Page’s ceiling fan. He walked into Erica's classroom, and she followed close behind.
"Oh little lady, come out, come out wherever you are." Carter licked his lips. "I always liked cheerleaders in high school."
The thug pointed a gun in each corner of the room before moving onto the next one. He dropped the gun to his side and turned around. Before he could react, Erica kicked his right wrist, causing a yelp of pain and sending the gun sliding under the radiator.
Carter showed off a smug smile as he pulled out a knife. "I was looking for you."
"I figured."
Carter swung the knife, which Erica blocked with the broom handle. The knife nearly cut the stick in two, forcing Erica to break it in half on her knee. When Carter tried to swing again, she struck his arm and elbow back with two quick blows. He stepped back and shook out his arms. He let out a growl and switched hands, but Erica turned him away once more. She couldn’t help but smile when Carter rubbed his elbow, where a bruise had already begun to form.
"You're quick for a girl."
She raised her eyebrows. "You're ugly for a person."
Carter pulled the knife overhead, attempting to swipe down at Erica. She bent low and spun her legs through Carter's ankles. He tumbled to the ground. The knife bounced out of his hands and landed a few inches away. Erica felt her heart race as she leapt on top of him.
"Oh, I'm living out my fantasy," Carter grabbed her waist and lifted his head.
Erica’s momentum shifted as the thug rolled to one side. Her body spun until Carter was above her. "Except I'm on top in it."
The henchman clenched his fists and swung, but Erica brought up her wrists to deflect the blows. The pain radiated down her arms as his punches intensified.
When Carter reached for the knife, Erica grabbed his shirt with both hands. "And this is my fantasy."
She shifted her hips to the side and yanked his shirt hard. Carter’s momentum rolled her back on top. She winked as one powerful punch bounced the thug’s head off the linoleum. He released his grip as unconsciousness took hold. Erica stood up and flexed her hand.
"Not even a broken nail."
She picked up the knife and the gun and tossed them out the window. Neither truly suited her combat style.
She looked at Carter one last time before walking back into the hallway. "Not bad, cheerleader body, not bad at all."
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As far as Ted knew, Nigel was safely tucked away in lockup, but given what he’d seen at the diner, he wasn't surprised to hear him over the loudspeaker.
"Maybe we shouldn't have had school." Dhiraj looked around nonchalantly at the empty room. "With the hospital killing and the prison breakout...."
Ted’s eyes widened. "Hospital killing? Prison breakout?! What are you-"
"It’s not public news, Ted. I bought a police scanner off eBay. They’re trying to keep it hush-hush."
Ted rubbed at his temples. "You tell me about how many followers I have, but not about the guy who tried to kill me breaking out of prison? And a murder?"
Dhiraj shrugged. "I'm your financial manager, Ted. That kind of stuff doesn't really concern me."
Ted’s chin started to tremble. "If I die, you don't have a client!"
"Good point. I'll wear multiple hats from now on."
A noise from the hallway caused both of their heads to snap to the door.
Dhiraj pulled out his phone and started swiping. "Should I live tweet this?"
Ted grumbled. "Wear the 'keeping your client alive' hat right now."
"Got it. Though it would have been huge, you know. Do you have a plan?"
Ted looked around the room. He'd never imagined he'd have to use its contents to defend himself. A large bookcase full of textbooks grabbed his attention.
"I think so. If I get him close enough, I can probably hit him with a book. Maybe hard enough to knock him out."
Dhiraj stood up and stretched. Then he walked right toward the doorway.
Ted wondered if a heart could explode from beating too fast. "What are you doing?!"
Dhiraj winked. "I'll be bait."
Before Ted could protest, his friend was gone. He moved to a better vantage point behind the teacher’s desk, where he could see Dhiraj walking toward one of the thugs. Ted recognized him as Tank, the tough guy guarding the door at the diner. He noticed the strange symbol emblazoned on the man's arm.
When Dhiraj cleared his throat, Ted realized exactly what his friend was doing.
"Oh no. Not the accent."
"Hello, excuse me." Dhiraj spoke in the worst Indian accent Ted had ever heard.
Ted’s pulse reached hummingbird speed.
The alarmingly muscular Tank turned around and looked straight at the fake foreigner. "Get out of here, kid."
Dhiraj appeared unfazed. "You're looking for Ted. I know where he is."
The thug looked Dhiraj up and down."And why would you help me?"
"That guy is the worst." He maintained the subpar accent. "He's weird and ugly. He deserves whatever's coming to him."
"Thanks a lot, friend-o," Ted said to himself.
Tank nodded and cracked his knuckles. "Alright. Take me to him. I get lost in this place, anyway."
"Oh, it's very confusing." Dhiraj put his hand on the thug’s gargantuan shoulder. "There's an A hall, B hall, and C hall."
As they walked toward the classroom, Ted focused his energy to float five thick biology textbooks off the shelves. He lined them up straight into the path of whoever stood in the doorway.
"I thought I was in A hall, but there's no way to be sure." Tank shook his head. "It's like a freakin' airport."
"They really should have more signs for strangers trying to kill people."
"Now you're speaking my language."
With that, Tank was positioned right in front of the door. As he looked in, he couldn't see Ted, who remained hidden behind the teacher's desk, but he could see the hovering books.
"What the hell?"
Ted let one fly. He poked his head around the desk to see the book zip through the air at an incredible speed. It made a whooshing sound as it flew beside Tank, into the hallway, and slammed into a locker. The metal crunched from the force of the thick textbook, leaving a massive dent.
Ted forgot to breathe as the thug took a confident step into the room.
"I hate books." Tank huffed. "Enough games, kid. I’m gonna tear your arm off."
Ted’s hand shook, and it wasn’t until the other projectiles dipped that he remembered his arsenal wasn’t empty.
The hopeful hero stood up. "Not today, steroids."
He let the other books go like a slingshot. One of them slammed straight into Tank's arm. The next crashed into his chest, sending a cracking sound echoing through the room.
Tank wheezed. "You son of a–"
The next two books packed a double punch, hitting Tank directly in the forehead. He fell backward and landed hard on the ground. Dhiraj walked into the room and waved his hand in front of Tank's face.
"He's out." Thankfully, Dhiraj had returned to his true voice. "Great shooting, Tex."
Ted let out a deep breath. "I was at a bad angle for the first one, but I straightened things out."
"Just in time, too."
"We better get outta here."
Ted stepped out into the hallway. As he did, Yarrick the Russian came charging down the hallway.
Dhiraj reached for his friend. "Ted, watch out!"
Ted couldn’t get a lock on the charging attacker with his powers. He scrunched up his eyes and braced for impact.
Yarrick never even got close. A loud clang echoed through the hallway as the Russian tumbled to the ground beside Tank. Ted and Dhiraj looked up at their savior.
"Sandra?"
Ted hadn't seen her out of her diner attire all that often, but her rainbow butterfly tattoo gave her away. The waitress was holding a giant pipe.
"I suppose we're even, now." Sandra kicked at the thug on the ground.
Ted ran his hand through his hair. "What're you even doing here?"
"I was teaching an acting workshop in the auditorium. Gotta make ends meet with Page's out of commission."
"Nice pipe work." Dhiraj glanced between the two of them. "So, where do we go from here?"
Sandra motioned for them to follow her. "I think they're holding some students hostage in B hall in the gym. They might be trying the diner thing all over again."
Ted nodded and picked up one of the textbooks. "Alright. I like three's odds better than two. Let's go save 'em."
Sandra smiled and led the way.
Dhiraj walked up beside her. "That pipe looks really heavy."
"When you carry trays of food for a living, you get some massive forearms."
As they kept a brisk pace through hall A to hall B, Ted thought about what Nigel and his gang wanted. What would killing all the diner patrons or a group of students do for him, other than make him appear really, really evil? He hoped the answer didn’t connect up with his terrifying nightmares.
The three of them didn't encounter any other thugs between their classroom and the gym. Sandra kicked an abandoned backpack out of the way and opened the door. It was pitch black inside.
Dhiraj squinted. "Why'd they close the windows?"
"I don't know." She waved them forward. "I think they have the hostages in the equipment room."
Ted didn't like the idea of flying blind in there. But he wasn't sure he had any other choice. He and Dhiraj walked past the bleachers and in the direction of the storage room.
"Alright, go slowly and stay behind me." Ted kept his hands in the ready position. "Keep the hallway doors open, it'll at least give us a little–"
The doors shut, blocking out every bit of light.
"Sandra, keep those open."
The silence matched the darkness.
Dhiraj took a hold of Ted’s shirtsleeve. "Sandra?"
Still silence.
Ted tried to open the doors with his mind. He felt them shudder, but something kept them from budging.
He could barely see Dhiraj’s silhouette as his eyes adjusted.
"We could use a night-light."
As Ted reached toward the windows to push them open, a solid object slammed into the back of his head, sending immense pain through his skull. His ears rung loudly as he dropped to his knees.
"Ted!"
He reached for Dhiraj until the pipe cracked him in the head one more time, sending him to the floor unconscious.
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Natalie noticed an open window on the side of Deputy Daly's apartment.
"It's not breaking and entering if it's unlocked, is it?"
Natalie walked to the window and pulled herself in, nearly slipping on a pile of magazines as soon as she planted her feet on the inside. She closed the window and took a look at her surroundings. The pile she'd entered on wasn't the only one, by far. There were heaps of clothes, stacks of dishes, and two small pyramids of popcorn on the floor. The room had a musty gymnasium smell to it.
"Ted may have his issues, but there's no way he'd live like this."
Natalie remembered her mission. Her hopes that Erica had been dating a drug kingpin had been dashed when she'd discovered Deputy Daly's identity. An underage sex scandal might be enough to get Erica's parents to send her to boarding school, though.
Natalie stepped over the popcorn and magazines to look for obvious clues. There were no lingerie or pictures of Erica and the deputy in plain sight. She spied a computer on the other side of the room. It was already turned on and humming when she sat down at the desk. She clicked the mouse and the desktop came up without any password whatsoever.
"That's too bad." Natalie chuckled to herself. "It would've been fun to guess."
Natalie opened the web browser, which immediately went to and opened Daly's email. She felt a rush.
"No wonder hackers risk their lives doing this."
Natalie typed in Erica's name in the search. Over 100 messages came up.
"Holy crap."
The first email came over a year ago. The last was on the day Erica disappeared from town. Natalie began to read through them. She gathered that Erica and the deputy met at some charity barbecue her parents dragged her to. He lamented the fact that she was 15 at the time, because the two of them really connected.
"Gross. Just gross."
They continued some gag-worthy back-and-forth affection for a few months until the emails turned dirty. Natalie had no problem missing out on a few facts by skipping ahead until the last month of emails. She clicked on one long thread of messages only six days before Erica disappeared. One message from Daly caught her eye.
"I didn't mean to hurt you. I thought you were just playing around when you said you didn't want to. You know I'll love you forever and I would never try to upset you."
Natalie felt her stomach sink. She pushed down the remorse for her enemy and directed her emotions to hate the deputy instead. Erica took three days to respond to the email and the four other messages Daly sent in the meantime.
She read the email aloud. "What you did really put some things in perspective. We can't wait any longer. You and I need to run away now. I'll change my name and we'll do this the right way. Unless you want me to tell your boss what happened."
Natalie shook her head. "This is the girl you’re hung up on, Ted? She's a mess."
She scrolled ahead to the final email between the two of them. Erica asked that they meet late at night at their spot in the woods.
"One last time before we leave this place forever."
Natalie leaned back in the deputy’s chair. If Erica planned on leaving with the deputy for good, why were both of them still in town? Why had he stayed while she left Treasure for a whole month? None of it seemed to make sense, but Natalie took a picture of the email with her phone to study later on.
Just then, a key turned in the front door. Natalie’s heart raced as she closed out of the browser and ran back toward the window. The deputy entered before she could open it again, and dove behind a couch to get out of view. She hoped like hell that he hadn’t heard her.
Natalie clenched her fists. "I'm screwed."
She heard the deputy's footsteps slowly clacking against the hardwood floor. His shoes stopped with only the sound of his breathing left to play one-on-one with Natalie’s nerves.
"Erica? I know it's you, Erica."
Natalie heard the click of a gun as the deputy continued to approach.
He tried to kill her. She ran away because he tried to kill her!
Her throat closed up as she tried to coax her jumbled mind to come up with an escape plan.
"You could have just stayed away. Everything was fine. But now nothing makes sense anymore."
Daly took a step toward the couch.
She growled to herself. "This is not how I die." Natalie looked around for something that could help. Her eyes settled on a ceramic mug sitting on top of a pile of dirty dishes.
She snatched it without making a sound and waited until Daly took a step in the opposite direction.
"Erica! I just want to talk!"
Natalie let out her breath slowly before launching the mug through the air. It flew undetected over the couch, through the rest of the room, past a doorway, and into the kitchen. The mug smashed into a thousand pieces in a tarnished sink.
The deputy ran into the kitchen with his gun leading the way. Natalie didn’t think twice. She put her school-record 50-yard dash to good use and opened the front door before the deputy even had a chance to turn around. She concentrated on her short, steady breaths as her feet pounded hard against the grass of Daly’s yard, then the sidewalk, and eventually the pavement of three blocks away before she was confident he hadn’t followed.
Natalie ducked behind the bushes in somebody's backyard. She waited 15 minutes before she felt comfortable taking out her phone. Natalie looked at the email one more time.
"Whatever happened a month ago, your ex-boyfriend is willing to kill you to cover it up." Natalie looked down at her left hand, only then realizing it was still clenched in a fist. "It's gotta be some kind of blackmail. There's jail time for that, right?"
Natalie felt something unfamiliar in her stomach. It was a burning sort of fear that had never cropped up in a game situation.
She knew her investigation had taken her far beyond just lying to her parents. Now she was breaking into houses and hacking into other people's emails. She knew it wouldn't take long to get to the woods to see if any evidence remained at Daly and Erica's special spot.
"Is it worth it, Nat?"
She pondered the question, looking at the email one last time.
"Whatever she did to Daly to make him so mad, she could do the same thing to Ted. I'm not going to let that happen."
When she didn't hear sirens after a few more minutes, Natalie assessed that she was in the clear. She finally opened her left hand and flexed her fingers as she charted her path to the woods.
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Sandra put the finishing touches on the knot that tied Ted to the rafters. She was amazed how easy it had been to lift her former customer off the ground to set him up for the slaughter. She’d propped open the gym doors to let her see what she was doing.
"When he wakes up, he's going to break off the backboard and throw it on your head." Dhiraj unsuccessfully fought against his restraints.
Sandra rolled her eyes for the third time in as many minutes. Nigel had never said anything about a sidekick. While it took three or four exercise bands to adequately restrain Ted, Dhiraj only required one.
"If you don't keep quiet, I'm going to stuff one of those unwashed practice jerseys down your throat."
"Ted saved your life. You should be grateful."
The living soul was still unconscious from the metal pipe to the back of the head. It took a fair amount of willpower to land the blow. The old Sandra's memories were swirling with many thoughts of Ted's kindness.
"There are casualties in war." Sandra folded her arms. "Today, it'll be the three of you."
"What war?" Dhiraj pulled so hard against his restraints that his face reddened from the strain. "And there's only two of us here."
"Not for long."
Sandra watched as Ted’s eyes fluttered open.
She touched the back of his neck. "Hey, sleepy head. I thought you'd miss all the fun."
Sandra felt the pain from Ted's eyes. She knew he was her sworn enemy, but he looked a lot more like a melancholy teen than anything else.
"Sandra. I thought we were friends. Why would you do this?"
His voice cut at her. She tried to replace it in her mind with Nigel's admonitions.
"I can't be a waitress forever. It's nothing personal."
Ted furrowed his brow. "Tying someone up seems pretty personal."
She watched his eyes dart around the room. Sandra saw some gym equipment float out of the back closet. A hockey stick, a few dodge balls, and a jump rope hovered in the air.
"It's time for a workout."
The hockey stick came whizzing across the room. Before it could pass midcourt, Sandra put up her hand. The stick fell to the ground, as did Ted's other attempted weapons.
"Sorry, your powers aren't going to do you much good."
Ted looked confused until the realization hit. "No. Nigel finished the job, didn’t he?"
She smiled. "He changed me for the better, Ted. I was nobody before. Now I’m practically invincible."
Any confidence the hero had changed into fear. "Sandra, please. Let me go. This isn't you. Where's the girl who said she'd always protect me?"
Right then, a dodgeball flew by Sandra's head. It barely missed, slamming into the metal handrail of the rafters. The force from the toss nearly broke the rail off its hinges.
"She's gone, Ted," a voice said from across the room. "But she's not going to win."
Sandra knew her opponent was finally here.
"I thought you might never come. That you'd finally resigned yourself to your fate."
Erica LaPlante held another red kickball in her hand. "Yeah, yeah. Come and get me."
Sandra came running at Erica, but another dodgeball slammed her in the chest, knocking her off balance. By the time she'd recovered, Erica was right in her space. Sandra reached for the pipe she'd used to lay out Ted, but before she could lift it, Erica struck down on it with a wrench. The clang of metal on metal shook through Sandra's body.
"You know, your cheapskate dad never tipped me much." Sandra used all her strength to free the pipe.
The two of them pointed their weapons like swords.
Erica smirked. "I guess you weren’t very good at your job."
The powerful women circled each other.
Ted stared at them in awe.
"Um." Dhiraj bit his lip. "Not that I’m complaining, but what exactly is going on here?"
Sandra ignored Ted’s friend as Erica sprinted toward her. She was so fast, it was nearly impossible to counter all her blows with the much heavier pipe. She took a wrench blow to the shoulder, then to the abdomen. Despite her enhanced strength, the attacks were still metal on bone and muscle. Sandra’s body ached where the wrench had struck.
When Erica wound up for a strike to the head, Sandra was ready, swinging the pipe so hard that both weapons went flying across the room. Sandra leapt through the air with her right foot forward. Erica sidestepped the kick, caught the leg and slammed Sandra to the ground. The impact only stung for a second as she picked herself back up.
"Why do you fight for them?" Sandra raised her voice as she spoke. "They're all going to die some day, but we don't have to. We can go on forever!"
"Not gonna happen."
With that, Erica spun her leg around so fast, Sandra couldn't possibly react. She felt her jaw disconnect from the force of the kick. As her arms fell limp, Erica delivered a rapid uppercut, and the room began spinning. Sandra thought of Ted and the way he’d saved her life as Erica landed the final blow: a heel to the forehead that sent her motionless to the wooden gymnasium floor.
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Ted looked at Erica. She was as beautiful as ever, but it wasn't her. She'd come back different than she was before, and the fight with Sandra had proved it. The girl he grew up with was feisty, but she wasn't feisty enough to knock a possessed, superpowered waitress out cold.
Ted pursed his lips. "Who are you?"
Erica smiled as she untied him. Her scent brought years of longing to the surface.
"The girl next door."
As Ted got free, he used his powers to untie Dhiraj in a hurry. Erica picked up her pipe wrench and hoisted it over her shoulder.
"She died, didn't she?" Dhiraj flexed his recently freed wrist back and forth. "You're like Sandra, only not evil."
Erica nodded. "You two are smarter than you look."
Ted held his breath. If this was some Erica imposter walking around, he wasn't sure if he could trust her. She looked and sounded like Erica, but a person he'd known for over a decade just tried to kill him; he felt he had some right to be suspicious.
"If you aren't Erica, who did I almost kiss yesterday?"
Dhiraj scoffed. "You didn’t almost kiss her." When he was met by several beats of silence, his eyes grew wide. "You almost kissed her! A gossipy text would’ve been appreciated."
Erica tapped the wrench against the gymnasium wall, seeming disinterested in the banter. Ted had seen that look on her face before. It reminded him of when she'd gotten too cool for video games and wanted to do something else, anything else, with her life.
"We don't have much time. Let's just say the same people who gave you powers sent me to help."
Erica turned and continued toward the building’s exit, which had been crushed shut. She examined it while Ted examined her. He now understood what he wasn't willing to see before. She walked differently. Her usual stride called attention to every step she took. Now she looked like she had some place to go. The Erica in front of him also looked alert, not like the glazed-over, substance-filled cheerleader he'd seen walking around for most of junior year.
Ted crossed his arms. "You've got to tell me more than that. The people who gave me these powers – who are they and what do they want?"
"I think you're going to need to break a window." She gestured to the side of the bleachers. "That trashcan may be heavy enough."
Ted took a deep breath. "How do we know we can trust you?"
Dhiraj cleared his throat. "She beat up Sandra, who was trying to kill you. The enemy of my enemy–"
"She's also been lying to me." Ted gnawed his cheek. "She made me feel like I was connecting with a long-lost friend. Come on, Dhiraj."
Ted motioned for Dhiraj to walk in the opposite direction with him. Before he got far, Erica ran up and put her hand on his shoulder. He turned. She looked as captivating as she had the other day, and apologized with her eyes.
"It's complicated, Ted. I'm a different person, but I'm not. I still have all of Erica's feelings. Her regrets."
He looked away. "Regrets that she couldn't ditch me one more time?"
Erica put her hand on Ted's face. He wanted to push it away. He didn't.
"Regrets about what I – about what she did to you. She thought of you before she died. Everything I said to you yesterday was true."
A part of Ted wanted to give kissing her a second try. He just wished he could believe her. The crackle of the loudspeaker broke up the moment.
"Ted and Erica to the auditorium." Nigel’s voice was laced with frustration. "Ted and Erica, auditorium. Now!"
Ted turned toward the trashcan, lifted it with his mind and sent it slamming through the window. The sound of smashing glass echoed through the musty gym. They now had a way out.
"You two should go." Ted looked back into the belly of the building. "It's my fight, not yours."
Erica put her hands on her hips. "You don't understand. I'm more than Erica. I came here to protect you."
"Where were you at the diner?" He shook his head. "Where were you when they started this whole thing on… Sandra."
"I was still dead."
Dhiraj walked away from the open window. "That's one for two. Pretty good odds. I'm staying here, too. I don't think they're alone in that auditorium. Fourth period acting class. Jennifer had fourth period acting class."
Ted frowned. "While everyone was getting out, nobody would notice the auditorium. It's all the way in C hall. I’ve got to do something and fast."
Erica stood her ground.
"Fine." Ted sighed. "We’ll all go."
After Erica secured the former waitress to the bleachers, they stepped into the silent halls. Ted couldn’t help himself from looking up at the girl he thought he knew several times along the way. Her determination kept her gaze forward.
"So, if you're not really Erica, who are you and where are you from?" Dhiraj strained to keep up as they sprinted around a corner.
"I've been sent here as a protector from a world in a civil war. There's a law that has divided the people."
"Slavery? That one got us, too."
Ted slapped his friend in the shoulder, mid-stride.
"It is slavery, in a sense." Erica’s mouth almost formed a grin. "My side, the light souls, decreed that we may not take over the spirits of other worlds below us. The other side, the dark souls, they want dominion over all realms."
The three of them reached the outside of the auditorium.
Ted put his hands on his knees and breathed hard. "Can you tell me what that means in layman's terms?"
Erica had no hint of fatigue as she stared at the doors inside. "Nigel and his friends want to conquer your world and possess every man, woman and child on Earth."
That was more ominous than Ted had expected. He looked over at Dhiraj. He seemed just as surprised.
Ted’s eyes met Erica’s. "How do we stop them?"
"Don't let them kill anyone. In most cases, people from our world can only possess the dead."
His heart sunk as he considered the implications. "Except for me."
"You're the living soul. You get super powers and the job of keeping all the worlds safe."
"Lucky me."
Erica looked left and right. "We need weapons. And a plan."
"I think I have an idea." Dhiraj pointed at a splotch of paint on the wall. It was fluorescent yellow and out of place on the surrounding beige. "You think those guns are still locked up in the office?"
A sense of hope warmed Ted’s chest. "Go."
Dhiraj hightailed it to the principal's office.
Erica raised her eyebrows. "Guns? What exactly is this ‘plan’?"
"Let's just say, you missed a few things when you were gone."
Less than a minute later, Dhiraj had all the equipment they needed. It took a few versions of the plan for Erica to approve, but once she did, the trio suited up. Each of them brandished their very-real looking paintball guns. As they poured clear containers of multi-colored ammo into their weapons, Ted leaned close to Erica.
"So, if you can only inhabit the dead." He scratched the back of his neck. "How did she die? We looked for her every night."
"I’m not sure." Erica topped her weapon off. "I often don’t see the moments right before my… former inhabitant dies." She looked into his eyes. "Judging by where her body was, I’m guessing there’s nothing you could’ve done."
The girl he’d loved since forever ago was dead. The Sandra he knew was dead as well. The adrenaline and the remorse seemed to cancel each other out within Ted. Seeing Erica walk, talk, and fight in front of him seemed to numb the pain as well.
He looked down to the floor. "You’ll tell me everything you know later?"
His protector touched his chin and lifted it until their eyes met. "If we fight and win now, we’ll have plenty of time for that. Understood?"
Ted nodded as Dhiraj shifted his weight back and forth.
"Come on, guys. We need to see if she’s in there!"
Erica handed something small and round to Ted. "I’m ready if you guys are."
Ted took the item and gritted his teeth. "Let’s do it."
She smiled as she cracked the door open. Ted floated a small, blue sphere into the room. It went between the legs of the Torello brothers and rolled all the way to the stage. He used his powers to let the paint grenade fall onto the ground, where he made it explode in a colorful arc. Students and kidnappers alike covered their eyes and shouted from the artful explosion.
Ted, Erica, and Dhiraj burst inside and started shooting paintballs in every possible direction. The weapons made a "thunk" noise with each shot, not unlike an automatic tennis ball machine. As everybody ducked for cover, Ted focused his mind on opening the locked doors backstage. He unlocked them from the other side and continued to fire. Dhiraj sprinted down the outside aisle of the auditorium and started to lead students out while Erica covered him. Ted used his mind to rip the stage curtain from its hooks, letting it fall on top of Nigel, Stucky, and everybody else on stage. As the kidnappers struggled to get out from underneath, Dhiraj helped the hostages get out the backstage door.
"What’re you doing with my gun?" Jason Torello stepped forward, a half-dozen blue marks covering his dark t-shirt.
Ted squinted at the massive brothers.
What the heck are they doing here?
Both Phil and Jason approached Erica. She tossed her gun back to Ted, who awkwardly caught it with his free had. As he continued to fire paintballs, Erica delivered a roundhouse kick to Jason’s face. He groaned as some spit shot from his mouth while he fell to the ground.
"Brother!"
When Phil rushed to his brother’s side, Erica punched him in the stomach. The second he bent over, she kneed him in the face. He joined his brother in a heap of muscle and blue paint. Ted could barely believe his eyes.
Dhiraj ran back up the center aisle and Ted temporarily holstered his weapon. The sound of blue gunfire continued to ring in his ears.
"Is that everybody?"
A grunt and a shout clued Ted into the charging Russian. "You turned my new shirt blue!"
Before he got within five feet of them, Ted put up his hand and sent Yarrick flying for the second time. He slammed hard into a patch of auditorium wall about halfway up. The Russian went silent as his body thumped against the carpet.
Ted sighed. "These powers would’ve come in handy so many times during middle school. Now is that everybody?"
Dhiraj’s eyes were in full-on panic mode. "I didn't see Jennifer."
Before Ted could say a word, both guns exploded in Ted's hands sending paint and plastic in every direction. He looked up to the stage and heard the sound of fabric tearing as the curtain ripped in a hundred different places at once. Everyone who'd been trapped underneath emerged, including Nigel, Stucky, and Faraday, who had his arm around Jennifer's neck.
"It’s too bad we have to kill you, Mr. Finley." Nigel swiped at the paint on his clothes. "The dry cleaning bill I’d send you otherwise would be enormous. Now, come with me or I’m going to kill the girl."
Jennifer’s sobs shook Ted to his very core.
Dhiraj began stomping toward the stage, but both Ted and Erica held him back. "Let her go, you monster!"
Ted tried to speak low enough for only Erica to hear. "I have to give myself up."
She shook her head. "No way. You’re too important. If they kill you with a certain weapon, it’ll destroy the world."
Ted’s mind flashed to his recurring nightmares. "You guys really should send out a handbook when you give out these powers."
"I’m aware it’s not a perfect system. But you can’t-"
He stepped forward and projected his voice to the stage. "I’ll come with you when she’s free."
"Ted!" Erica grabbed the back of his shirt. "You can’t."
He looked over his shoulder as the bruised and battered Tank showed up at the auditorium door. Much like textbook learning, the blow to his head had only been temporary.
"Half of them will come with me. Once they're split up, you'll be able to take them and save me."
Erica reached for Ted once more, but this time Dhiraj pulled on her arm. "It’s the only way to save Jennifer."
Ted ignored Erica’s laser stares on the back of his neck as he stepped up to Erica’s side. "I'm here. You can take me. Let the girl go."
Faraday released his grip on Jennifer as Tank deftly pulled Ted’s hands behind his back.
"Find me." Once again, he made sure only Erica heard. "I'll leave breadcrumbs."
Tank put a hood over Ted's head and kicked him in the back. When he got up, Tank pushed him forward. He could sense leaving the air of the auditorium and the sun and wind of the outside world hitting his hood. Before long, he'd been tossed into the back of some kind of vehicle. He waited in silence for a few moments until the engine roared to life in front of him.
Once Ted got used to the hood, he could hear several people breathing in the back around him.
"Where are we going?" Ted hoped for some kind of slip-up.
"A party with all of our friends invited." Nigel had pure malice in his voice. "A pity you need to die for all of them to come over."
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Ted gleaned as much as was possible through the hood covering his face. He could tell there were at least three people in the back with him, judging by their distinct breathing patterns. Given the multiple gut-busting punches he'd received, he believed that Tank was in the back with him, providing retribution for the textbooks to the face. After hearing a familiar sneer or two, he realized the Torellos had been changed into something else by Nigel and his gang. The same way they turned Sandra against him.
"Did you like how we played possum earlier?" Jason practically shouted the question in his ear.
Ted hid his anxiety. "Very convincing."
"Sandra told us to hold back, but the whole time you had us spinning, we were thinking about killing you."
"Good to know."
"Finley, this reminds me of sixth grade." Jason laughed to himself. "Except there aren't consequences anymore. I get to hit you as much as I want."
Ted anticipated the first hit to his sternum, but it didn’t do him much good. He doubled over in pain and stars flashed in the darkness beneath the hood.
Ted smiled through painful breaths. "Seems like I survived longer."
"We'll see about that."
Ted wondered how Sandra died. He now knew there were many other people he loved who could be at risk because of him. Dhiraj, his parents, and even Natalie. He supposed his life as the living soul would be in jeopardy from now on, constantly worrying about who to trust and from what direction the next attack would come. That is, if he survived this trip.
"I hear you're fighting a losing battle."
Ted expected another punch, but none came.
Nigel’s calm voice seeped in through the hood. "Everybody loses during a war, Ted."
"Tell me about your war."
Tank pushed him hard into the side of the van. "Shut up."
Nigel tsked. "He's a teenager seeking out knowledge, Tank. Let's give him what he wants. This war is like any other. Pointless. Your steadfast protector–"
"Erica."
Ted still wasn’t sure he had his head wrapped around exactly what Erica was.
"Erica is a drone. She's not here to save you, she's just a cog in a machine. She's controlled by a hive mind willing to do anything to get its way."
"Like murdering innocent humans?"
The punch came before Ted could tense up. His eyes began to water. Clenching his jaw seemed to keep some of the pain at bay.
"Killing a human is like stepping on an ant for us." Tank grunted as he cracked his knuckles.
"If we're ants, why do you want to take over our puny, insignificant lives?"
Another blow to the stomach sent Ted to the floor of the van, the cold metal pressing against his cheek. His rib ached, and he hoped his captors wouldn’t kick a man when he was down.
"According to the stories, our world was once a peaceful, breathtaking place." Nigel spoke longingly. "It provided us with everything we could have ever asked for. When my people asked to let us expand our joy to other worlds, the war began. Now our world is a barren place for everyone."
"Because you overreached."
"We have the power to start anew in your world or any of the others. If you were trapped in a wasteland, wouldn't you do anything to liberate your friends and loved ones?"
Someone pulled Ted back up to a sitting position. He wondered through the pain if he could use his powers to mend cracked bones.
"Not if I had to kill someone else's loved ones to do it."
Nigel laughed. "We'll just have to agree to disagree."
Ted thought of Dhiraj’s outfit and the dream that seemed to be creeping closer and closer to reality.
He gulped. "And how do I fit into all of this?"
Nigel’s grin was obvious even through the hood. "Erica never told you? It's so hard to find good protectors these days. When we kill you, all the barriers break down between worlds. Earth will be ours. It'll be as easy as walking across the border. Minus the paperwork."
In Ted's dream, one stab of the ancient-looking sword caused all his friends to become Nigel’s cronies. He supposed unless he and Erica could stop it, that’s how the world would end.
The vehicle turned onto what sounded like a gravel path. While he’d been keeping Nigel distracted, Ted had used his mind to reach outside the car in an effort to knock something down every minute or two. A post office box, the light from a lamppost, a parking meter or whatever else he could feel nearby. With any luck, his friends would be able to follow the signs to the start of the gravel path. He knew there wouldn't be many items like that off the road, so he considered other options. A few moments later, he heard a familiar sound in the distance. Ted grinned underneath his hood and concentrated on moving the airborne object toward the vehicle’s location.
"Almost there, Finley." Jason Torello cackled. "It's time to start thinking of your last words."
Ted prayed his plan would work.
I’ve laid the breadcrumbs. Let’s hope there’s still someone alive to follow them.



32
Erica examined the situation. Ted was gone, outnumbered, and one sword thrust away from losing the whole war. Dhiraj was lying down face-first on stage with Stucky's boot on his back. Faraday was up there as well, with his arm around Jennifer’s neck, who looked to be in pretty bad shape. Erica didn't like the looks of the symbol on her friend's arm either. The only positive seemed to be the Russian who still lay unconscious in the far-left aisle of the auditorium.
"Isn't this a fun little party?" Faraday straightened his posture. "In fact, this might be my favorite performance of all time."
Dhiraj squirmed on the poorly painted stage. "Go after Ted. Don’t worry about us."
Erica considered it, but she knew Ted would never let her hear the end of it if she let his friend be turned.
"How about we make this interesting? You two vs. me, for everything. If I lose, you kill them both."
Stucky and Faraday glanced at each other.
"And if we lose?"
"Do you really think that's going to happen?" She shook out her hands. "But if you're not up to the challenge...."
Stucky hopped off the stage with ease. "Now that you mention it, I wouldn’t mind breaking that perfect nose of yours."
Faraday threw Jennifer to the ground. "I'll be back in a second. I haven't been in a fight since grade school. I won that one, too."
The two of them walked toward the cheerleader. The ground shook as they moved up the incline.
Erica pictured Ted moving toward some unknown destination.
She let out an even breath.
Quick. Precise. Flawless.
She clenched her fists.
Faraday smiled as he got within striking distance. "And scene."
He reached for Erica, but she quickly ducked and landed a shot to his ribs. As he grabbed for her again, she leapt and kicked her legs into his chest as hard as she could. He stumbled into the seats as she used her momentum to double punch Stucky’s midsection. As he tried to wrap his arm around her neck from behind, Erica kicked her leg toward the ceiling and nailed Stucky in the face. That got her enough room to turn toward him. When Faraday recovered and approached her, she sprung into the air and hit both of them in the chest with a split kick. Faraday stumbled back into the seats.
Stucky growled. "You know, your friend tossed me through a car. I think I might return the favor."
As Stucky reached for her shirt, Erica grabbed his belt and used a backward roll to toss him in Faraday’s direction. The two collided forehead to forehead with a cracking sound.
Erica had only a second to look onstage. She saw Jennifer recovering from her ordeal, but Dhiraj was nowhere to be seen. She would have started looking for him if Stucky hadn't dashed forward with speed she didn't expect. Erica tried to block him with her forearm, but he landed a clean shot to the head. Her ears rang as she tried to stop the next blow. A massive follow-up kick to the chest spun her backward and onto her stomach. She felt the worn carpet on her face.
"Not so fast now, are you?"
Erica rolled over and kick-flipped herself up. Stucky moved at her as she ran toward the opposite side of the aisle, leapt off one of the chairs, and spun around with a kick that hit so hard, it knocked one of Stucky's teeth out. They both watched it fall harmlessly to the ground.
Her eyebrows waggled. "I hear you should put that in some milk before you take it to–"
She hadn't noticed Faraday sneaking up behind her. Before she could finish her quip, he grabbed her arms and locked them in place behind her.
"Brevity is the soul of wit."
He had all the leverage and she couldn't shake herself free. Stucky ignored his dental needs and began to punch Erica in the ribs. Each blow stung, but the third and most powerful one really seemed to jostle something loose.
"I felt a rib break on that one."
Erica gritted her teeth and struggled hard against Faraday’s grip, but it was no use.
"You know, this fight was your decision." Faraday’s voice boomed inside her throbbing head. "If you were in my class, I'd give you an A for ambition, but–"
The auditorium went pitch black and silent. Faraday loosened his grip.
"Lights out, suckers!" Dhiraj’s voice echoed from the tech booth.
The distraction was all Erica needed. She slammed her head back into Faraday's jaw. As he stumbled back, she sprinted forward, used Stucky as a wall, and ran up his body at top speed. She pushed her feet off his chest and flipped backwards high into the air. Erica landed just behind the stunned drama instructor. She gripped his neck and shoulder and snapped his collarbone in two. Faraday screamed in pain and crumpled to the ground. Stucky reached for her, but tripped over his partner in the darkness. Erica ran up the ramp toward the exit. When she opened the door to the lobby, light streamed in, illuminating Faraday writhing in pain on the ground.
Erica gestured Stucky toward her. "Come at me, bro."
"Your wish is my command."
Something willed Erica to a certain spot in the hall. She no longer had the element of darkness to work with, though a fundraising banner hanging above her head grabbed her attention. As Stucky reached the auditorium door, it was clear he was starting to get winded.
"I'm tired of you moving around."
She smirked. "You could just give up."
Stucky snorted and reached to his left, ripping a sizable glass trophy case off the wall. He tossed the massive display in her direction. She flipped backward three times to get enough distance as a mighty crash of glass and metal echoed through the school. As soon as she landed, Stucky was on her. She blocked two punches with her forearms and stepped back to avoid his best attempt at a roundhouse kick. He grabbed her arms, pulled her toward him, and sent a knee right into her stomach. She coughed as he slammed her in the back of the head. As she tried to collect herself, he kicked her square in the orbital bone. Her world swam before her eyes.
Stucky smiled through his bloody mouth. "All your little flips and tricks aren't going to save you now."
Then a trophy clanged against the back of Stucky's head.
"Hey!" Stucky turned toward the assailant. "That stung."
"There’s more where that came from!" Dhiraj tossed a gymnastics trophy at his head.
Stucky barely ducked in time.
Jennifer gripped an academic merit plaque. "By the way, you’re getting blood everywhere."
As Stucky blocked Jennifer’s spot-on throw, Erica got back to her feet. She sensed something in the air. Whatever it was, it was approaching fast.
The dark soul caught two of the trophies and screamed triumphantly.
"Hey, Stucky."
He turned toward Erica.
"If you think that stung? Just wait for this."
Erica leapt into the air and grabbed the banner as Sheriff Norris’ truck barreled through the front doors of the school and slammed full-force into Stucky. He flew across the lobby, crashing through the unforgiving wall behind him.
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Natalie walked into the forest clearing. The tree stump by her side had Erica and the deputy's initials carved into it. At least, it had before somebody had done his best to scratch them out.
"This has to be the place."
Natalie looked at the email one more time to make sure she had the location correct. It hadn't taken her long to scale the eight-foot fence that surrounded this part of the forest. She couldn't imagine Erica doing the same, until she realized the deputy probably had a key to the padlock.
Natalie rubbed at her arm. "Something happened here."
She wasn't sure what she was looking for exactly, but she knew that a little bit of evidence might be just what she needed to tarnish Erica's name. A condom. Some kind of drug paraphernalia. Something that would get Erica out and keep Ted from – someone other than her. She sat down on the stump.
Natalie let her relationship with Ted run through her mind. Sure, he’d been timid and indecisive, but his gifts and notes had been thoughtful beyond belief. Seeing Erica have that hold on him made her want to fight back and fight back hard. But that didn’t make it right.
"I shouldn’t be breaking and entering." She grumble-sighed. "I should be talking to Ted."
When the nerves pinched at her stomach, she knew that abandoning her blackmail quest was the only answer.
A light breeze kissed her cheek. She shook her head. "Damn it, Finley. You gangly, awkward, handsome son of a-"
Tumbling across the grass beside her feet, a rolling piece of fabric caught her eye. It was a small scrap of white cloth that seemed immediately familiar.
Natalie bent to one knee and squinted. "That’s from a Treasure High cheerleading uniform."
But this fabric had a distinguishing feature: it was stained with blood.
The sound of a car door slamming jolted Natalie to her feet. In the distance, she could see a man approaching. Her heart skipped a beat as she instinctively leapt to the other side of the bulky, fallen tree.
"Damn!" She stuffed the evidence into her pocket. "Couldn’t you have decided to stop looking for clues before pissing off the guy with guns and potential rage issues?"
"I know you're here, Erica. I know you were in my house. I know you were buried here, but you're obviously not anymore."
Natalie gripped the cloth in her pocket. "Holy crap." Her pulse raced. "He tried to kill her? That explains Erica leaving town."
Deciphering half of the mystery didn't give her much comfort. After all, she was less than 20 feet away from an attempted murderer.
Note to self: no more covert missions without a stun gun.
Natalie heard the squishing sound of the deputy's footsteps in the moist forest floor. When she realized her footprints in the mud would lead right to her, she quickly scanned the area. She could run deeper into the woods, but there was too much open space. He'd likely catch up with her or shoot her in the back before she reached cover. On her side of the downed tree, she saw the network of caves that were the subject of every ghost story and urban legend in town. When she heard the deputy click his weapon into the ready position, she knew the creepy cave was the only option.
As she prepared to make a mad dash for it, a helicopter suddenly flew overhead. Natalie peered above the downed tree and saw Daly stow his weapon.
That’s my cue.
She sprinted across the clearing, her heart pounding with every step. She had no idea if he saw her, as every available cell in her body focused completely on willing more oxygen to her legs. She reached the cave in what seemed like record time. The helicopter had come at the perfect moment, but she knew that her only way out of the situation was inside the dark, unsettling cave.
I hear these go on for miles. Time to test the rumors.
Natalie dashed headstrong into the unknown.
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Erica was surprised the banner held her weight as long as it did. When the vehicle came to a complete stop, she let herself drop down into the truck bed. She knelt down and peered in through the back window. Sheriff Norris met her eyes with no expression whatsoever.
"Good timing." Erica let her heart rate settle. "Now we have to go."
The sheriff nodded and motioned her to get inside. As Erica hopped down, she kicked up dust from a pile of debris. The former entrance to the school was now significantly wider. Erica looked outside and saw news vans and police cars everywhere. She bet the sheriff's rescue made for good TV.
"Erica?" Jennifer still held one of the trophies in her hand as she pushed the hair away from her face. "Is it over?"
Erica glanced toward the Stucky-sized hole in the wall. The dark soul’s motionless, unconscious legs were still in view through the unplanned redecoration.
"Not yet." Erica moved toward the passenger side. "I need to go with your dad to save Ted."
Jennifer seemed to only realize in that moment who’d been driving the truck.
"Dad?" Jennifer brushed past Erica to the driver's side window. "How'd you know we were here?"
Sheriff Norris rolled down his window. "Hey, honey." He looked right past her. "Erica, are you ready to go?"
Jennifer shot her friend an angry look. "You did something to him, didn't you? He's been acting strange. You put him under a spell or something."
Erica wanted to lie, but the dazed look on Sheriff Norris’ face didn’t help matters.
"I can explain later–"
"Hey, is everybody alive?" Dhiraj coughed through the cloud of dust.
He walked with a bit of a limp, but he looked otherwise unharmed.
"For now." Erica opened the door. "If things are gonna stay that way, I’ve gotta-"
"No." Jennifer crossed her arms. "No, we’re coming with you. Get in the car, Dhiraj. Erica has some explaining to do."
Erica didn't like the idea of Jennifer being mad at her. She'd already rubbed Ted the wrong way by avoiding the truth, and now her former inhabitant's most loyal friend looked sterner than ever. She knew that bringing Jennifer and Dhiraj along would put them in danger, but perhaps she could mend their friendship and give herself some much-needed backup at the same time.
"Fine, pile in. Let's get out of here!"
Erica took shotgun while Dhiraj and Jennifer moved into the back. The frustrated look on Jennifer's face was familiar. The truck backed out of the newly created garage door, and Erica watched as the sheriff's men entered, cuffing Stucky and looking for additional perpetrators. She wondered if Sandra would still be gift-wrapped in the gym for them.
"Where am I going?" Sheriff Norris stared straight ahead.
"That’s not how he talks. Erica, what did you do to my dad?!"
"He kind of sounds like a GPS." Dhiraj stared at their driver. "Recalculating."
Jennifer scowled. "Not helping, Dhiraj."
He retreated and shut his mouth.
"I'll fix him later." Erica leaned toward the enthralled sheriff. "Have there been any reports of vandalism away from the school?"
"A few downed mailboxes and stop signs on the other side of town."
Erica knew Ted would come through.
"We need to get there now!"
The sheriff turned on the siren, sped around a gathering of reporters and students, and blazed a path down the road. It had been a while since Erica had been in a vehicle moving that fast. She'd missed it.
"Tell us what the hell is going on." Jennifer crossed her arms.
"Erica is a protector spirit from another dimension, here to help Ted stop the bad guys from killing people and possessing their bodies." Dhiraj scratched his head. "I think I hit all the highlights."
Jennifer’s mouth hung open. "Erica?"
"He actually put that pretty well."
Jennifer appeared to be sorting things out as they passed by the first downed mailbox. The sheriff drove in the direction the items had fallen, taking screeching turns where the items pointed.
"So, Faraday was possessed by an evil spirit?" Jennifer put her hand to her forehead. "That's why he was trying to kill me?"
"I'm afraid so. The Faraday you knew is dead. He's been replaced."
"And what about my dad?"
Sheriff Norris remained silent in the driver seat, now going upwards of 90 miles per hour.
"Don’t worry, he’s still alive and himself." Erica spoke carefully. "I sort of implanted some things in your dad's brain, like a way to find me if I'm in trouble."
Jennifer punched the seat in front of her. "You brainwashed my dad! Not cool!"
Dhiraj cleared his throat. "Catfight."
Jennifer and Erica gave the same look to Dhiraj at the same time. He shrunk from the confrontation.
Erica turned her focus back to Jennifer. "I didn't brainwash him. He'll be fine."
The truck skidded to a stop in an area of town Erica vaguely recalled. It was the gravel path to the woods.
"Where am I driving?"
"I don't like that my dad sounds like an app, Erica. You better fix him soon."
Erica focused on the path ahead. Something felt strangely familiar about the intersection.
"Drive to the woods. There's nothing else out here."
The sheriff burned rubber and the truck went flying down the gravel path. Even if they split up, the woods were big enough that it'd be easy to hide Ted and open the portal before the four of them could find Nigel and his crew. They needed specific directions.
"Sheriff, you know the woods pretty well, right? That's where you found my body."
"She was dead?" Jennifer whispered to herself. "You were dead?"
Erica had been afraid of this.
She turned toward her friend. "I’m sorry."
"How did she – how did you die?"
The sheriff spoke up. "I’m not sure where he’d be. There’s a lot of uncharted territory out here."
"Just keep driving." Erica looked her friend in the eye. "I don’t know how she died, but I have all of her other memories. Beyond all the booze and the guys, she loved you, Jen."
Jennifer shook her head. "This is all my fault."
A beep on the radio signaled an incoming message.
"This is Hank up in the copter. My instruments are nonresponsive. I'm stuck in the air above the caves."
Erica’s adrenaline surged. "Drive to the caves, now!" She put her hand on Jennifer’s knee. "You did everything you could to keep her safe."
Dhiraj leaned toward Jennifer. "I’m sorry, Jen."
Jennifer’s tears started to flow as she wrapped her arms around Dhiraj. The truck sped toward a metal chain-link fence. Dhiraj awkwardly patted Jennifer’s back as the truck plowed through the barrier with ease. It would take less than a minute to reach the mouth of the cave.
Jennifer pushed off Dhiraj and wiped her eyes with her sleeve. "So Erica is dead and you’re here to help Ted save the world?"
Erica nodded. "Pretty much. If we find him in time."
Jennifer leaned back in her seat. The sadness in her eyes faded, replaced by pure determination. "Step on it, Dad."
Sheriff Norris pressed harder on the accelerator.
The engine purred as the cave appeared just beyond the horizon.
Erica stared into the darkness as it grew before them.
Come on, Ted. Be alive.
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The henchmen took off Ted's hood and pulled him out of the van. Ted listened to the wind, hoping to hear a certain sound. When he caught some noise from the propeller of the helicopter, he knew he'd laid out all the breadcrumbs he could for Erica to find him. He just hoped there was enough time.
Ted couldn't get his bearings in the short spurt before Tank and the Torellos marched him into the mouth of the cave. There were a few cave networks nearby and Ted had gone on a field trip to one of them as a kid. He recalled feeling claustrophobic in the dark, damp cavern. Now didn't feel any different. He wondered if every bad guy needed a foul-smelling underground lair to consider himself a true villain.
With every step, Ted got the feeling he'd been there before. Certain rock faces started to look familiar. When Nigel picked up a torch and lit it with a lighter, it all came rushing to the front of his brain. The torch was in his dream. So was the cave. If things played true to his premonition, the sword would come next, followed by the portal and the possession of all his friends.
Ted surveyed his options. His arms were still bound, not that he could have done much with them anyway. If he tried to use his powers offensively, Nigel and the others would block them and likely beat him senseless. There was only one option he could think of. He'd need to talk his way out of this one.
"So how does this work exactly?" Ted resisted the urge to scratch his itchy wrists. "You stab me and all your friends come out to play?"
Nigel turned back. He looked otherworldly with the light from the torch flame flickering on his face. "It's more than that, Ted."
"What, balloons come out, too?"
Nigel smirked. "People who’ve wasted their lives get a second chance to live as someone greater. They won't have control over what they do. One of our brothers or sisters will take care of that. But a small part of them gets to be a miracle on Earth." He pointed the torch toward Ted’s chest. "Plus, one added bonus: you die."
Ted’s chest tightened, but he made every effort to keep his voice neutral.
Time to bait the hook.
"Do you think you'll be in charge when the other dark souls cross over?"
Tank grunted. "What do you mean, in charge?"
Gotcha.
"You've got an army coming to take over our world. Do you think the other dark souls will make you a general? Do you think you'll get some kind of reward for what you've done?"
Tank scrunched up his face.
"We don't need to be in charge, Ted." Nigel rolled his eyes. "This is all for the good of our people."
Tank didn't respond. Neither did the twins.
"You're all soldiers." Ted’s raised voice echoed in the enclosed space. "You're on the front lines doing the dirty work. All of you are outsiders and that's what you'll be when the rest of the army comes."
Nigel stopped the group again. He waved the torch in Ted's face. "Your fate is sealed, Ted. You can beg for your world all you want, but the decision has already been made. Tank, shut him up."
Tank crossed his arms. "I wanna hear more. What do you think'll happen after we kill you?"
Nigel glared at his cohort.
"You won't be in charge." Ted stepped toward his massive captor. "When they cross over, you'll still be doing their dirty work. Right now, you're more free than you'll ever be again."
Nigel laughed. "That is far from the truth."
But Tank and the twins had tuned Nigel out. Ted had their attention.
"What do you suggest we do instead?" Phil asked.
"Walk away. Be stronger than 99% of the people here. Live as gods."
Nigel’s face flashed with rage in the flickering torchlight. "Tank, get the sword."
He gestured over to a part of the wall that had been covered up by a gray sheet. Ted looked at Tank. He and the twins were as motionless as the stone walls. As Nigel continued to stare them down, Ted tried to use his powers to bust out of his restraints, but they were too thick and strong. He spotted a sharp-looking part of the wall jutting out near where he was standing. He edged over to it and began rubbing his restraints against the rock.
"Tank! Get me the sword, now!"
Tank eyed the gray sheet. Ted felt his restraints begin to tear.
Tank turned his attention to Nigel. "The kid has a good point."
Nigel seethed with anger. "This is what our people have been seeking for hundreds of years, Tank."
"What's the point? Right now, we're stronger and better than anybody else. If we stab him, we'll be the same. I want to live like a god."
Nigel pointed at the Torellos. "You two, get me the sword!"
Ted’s restraints began to loosen as Nigel slammed his fist against the side of the cave. The walls shook around them as the henchmen remained motionless.
"You want to live like a god?" Nigel’s eyes grew incredibly wide. "You can die like one, too."
Nigel lifted up the gray sheet and opened an ancient-looking case. Ted expected to see the weapon that would cause the end of the world. Instead, it was just an empty box.
"Where is it?" Nigel’s head darted from side to side. "What have you done with it?"
Tank massaged his hands as if he was expecting to use them. "I don’t know where your sword is, but I’m glad it’s gone."
Ted broke his restraints completely, but he kept his hands behind his back.
Nigel let the torch fall to the ground, casting an eerie glow under all their faces. "Until I find it, I'll kill you the old-fashioned way."
The Brit dashed forward with unbelievable speed and locked Tank in a grapple. As they grunted and struggled, Ted knew this was his moment. He let his restraints fall to the ground, lifted his hand into the air, and pulled the lit torch toward him. Before it could reach his hands, Jason slammed into Ted’s side. Pain shot through his ribs as he used his powers to cushion his fall. The torch dropped onto the rocks below and the school bully was on top of him in a hurry.
"This is for my cell phone." Jason wound back and threw his fist toward Ted with all his might.
Ted rolled at just the last second, causing Jason’s hand to crack against the cave floor.
Jason screamed and looked at his useless hand as Ted spun away. Before he could stand, Phil Torello leapt into his path and kicked out Ted’s legs. He landed hard on his back, sending nearly all the oxygen out of his lungs.
Phil towered over him. "Don't you hurt my brother."
"Stop, drop, and roll."
"Huh?"
Ted used his mind to throw the still-burning torch like a javelin.
Phil’s high-pitched yelp couldn’t stop the flame from igniting his clothes. As he slammed himself into the wall trying to put out the fire, Ted safely floated the torch into his hand.
As Ted prepared to run away, he looked back to see Tank and Nigel battling to the death. Tank appeared to briefly have the upper hand, knocking Nigel back against the cave wall multiple times. But then, just before Ted began to sprint, Nigel punched his opponent with so much force that his hand went clean through Tank's body.
Ted ignored the urge to vomit as he dashed into the darkness.
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As the sheriff’s truck came to a stop, Erica looked up to see the helicopter flying away. Ted had to be inside the caves somewhere, or he wouldn't have let go of the aircraft.
"They must've gone in another entrance." Erica’s stomach twisted. "Have any of you ever been in the caves?"
The sheriff nodded. "There are several different paths in there. If we don't split up, we may never find Ted."
She consented for lack of a better option.
Dhiraj nearly tripped exiting the truck. "We should probably wait for backup, or something, right?"
"Not enough time." Erica stared into the cave. "Got any weapons?"
"I have my pistol and a stun gun."
Jennifer snatched the Taser from her father’s hand. "Ooh, I've always liked these."
Dhiraj cocked an eyebrow. "Always?"
"A sheriff's kid occasionally gets to play with a sheriff's toys."
Dhiraj pursed his lips. "If there's nothing else, I'll just use my wits. They've gotten me this far."
Erica pulled her massive wrench out of the truck bed. "You come with me, Dhiraj." She spied a two-way split about 20 feet into the cave. "We'll go to the right."
The sheriff tossed Dhiraj a flashlight. He nearly dropped it but caught it after two fumbles.
Jennifer’s fingers brushed Erica’s shoulder. "Be careful in there. I’m not losing you twice."
Erica sighed. "You too. And if you see Ted, don’t let him get stabbed."
Jennifer nodded as she and her father took the path to the left.
Erica jogged ahead as Dhiraj did his best to keep up. "So, how many times have you had to protect someone like Ted?"
"Three times."
Erica had been to the human world more than 20 times in total, but not all of the missions had been for protection. The others could be better defined as assassination plots.
"Are you always a smokin' hot teenage girl when you cross over?"
A laugh escaped Erica's mouth and bounced around the cave.
"Thanks, Dhiraj. No. I'm not even always a woman."
The light ahead flickered as Dhiraj almost dropped his flashlight again. He regained his composure. "You've been a dude? Ted kissed a former dude? I can't wait to tell him."
There were so many missions in which Erica had to keep her identity a secret. It felt nice to be able to talk about it, even if it was with Dhiraj who didn’t seem like the secret-keeping type.
She heard a footstep in the distance. "Shhh. I hear something."
The cave bent up ahead and Dhiraj and Erica slowed their pace. Another light was steadily pointing from the other direction.
"Ted?"
There was no answer.
Erica motioned for Dhiraj to tread lightly. As they went around the bend, the sound of a gun clicking into place echoed through the cave. Deputy Daly stepped out of the shadows.
"Hey, Erica. Did you miss me?"
The memories of her murder and killer all came back to Erica at once. She’d loved the deputy to the point of obsession. He’d rewarded her with a mid-kiss knife to the stomach. The pain and blood filled Erica’s mind as she shivered with fear.
"Baby, you need to let me explain." Erica’s hands shook. "I'm not going to tell anybody what happened."
"Baby?" Dhiraj put his hands in the air. "You know this guy?"
Erica felt her heart beating too fast. She knew she needed to act, but she was paralyzed.
"Of course she knows me." Daly focused his weapon right between her eyes. "I killed her. And I plan on doing it again."
Erica fought hard to get the words out. "You need to wait. I'm trying to save the world. It's life or death."
"You're wrong." Deputy Daly flexed his trigger finger. "It's just death."
Erica closed her eyes and prepared for the other side.
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Ever since the first time Erica had died, she'd left behind people she loved. Her mind went back to the first people she'd lost, her human mother and father. When the images lingered a moment too long, she realized the gun never went off. She opened her eyes.
A swift kick from behind Daly connected with his crotch. As he groaned and reached for his aching region, he moved the gun away from Erica’s head. The deputy turned to face his assailant and took a strong blow to the face from the side of a glimmering sword. He fell to the ground and the gun skidded across the cave floor. The deputy was out cold, and the sword-bearer stepped forward.
Dhiraj’s face lit up. "Natalie?"
The athlete was drenched in sweat. "You need to make better choices in men." Natalie used the sword to prop herself up like a cane. "Dhiraj, what the hell are you doing here?"
"Saving Ted."
"Ted's here?"
Erica let out a heavy breath. "You saved my life. Thank you."
Natalie paused for a second before giving a nod. The jewels on the sword’s hilt reflected light onto the cave’s walls.
Erica bent down and removed the magazine from the gun. "We don’t have much time. Have you seen Ted?"
"I haven’t. Why are you guys – just tell me what’s going on."
Dhiraj drew in a breath. "Bad guys are trying to stab Ted with a sword and bring on the apocalypse."
Erica smiled at Dhiraj. "I really should have you explain everything. Can you help us?"
"I've got your back. Point me in the direction."
Erica stepped over the deputy's unconscious body and the others followed.
"If we have the sword they want to use to kill Ted, shouldn't we be running away?" Dhiraj jogged to keep up. "Or hiding it?"
"The sword also kills the dark souls." Erica focused on the darkness ahead. "If we keep the pointy end away from Ted, maybe all of us can live through this one."
Natalie kept pace with Erica. "The deputy said he killed you. Was he wrong?"
"Daly killed this body. The same people who gave Ted his powers sent me to take it over. I'm here to protect him."
As Natalie soaked in the strange truth, Erica saw an illuminated room in the distance. The three of them headed straight for it.
"If you're protecting him, why did you try to kiss him?"
Erica saw the hurt in Natalie's eyes. She hadn't really considered anybody else when she'd pressed her lips against Ted's. The old Erica would have done the same thing.
"It's complicated. Can I explain it when all of this is over?"
Natalie nodded and put on her game face. "Fine. Just tell me who to stab."
Erica grinned as the three of them entered the lit-up room. There was no electric light source they could see at first glance. The walls seemed to glow red and blue with an ancient writing. Erica recognized the language from another world. From home.
Dhiraj squinted. "What is it, Swahili?"
"I think it's a letter. It's a communication from the other side. I've never seen anything like it."
Erica knew that barriers had been put up between the various worlds for protection. It seemed that someone or something was breaking them down.
"What's it say?"
Erica translated. The language of her world was a struggle when she first learned it. Second languages can be a challenge for anyone, particularly when it's one filled with concepts that aren't represented in humanity.
"There's an army waiting to cross over. As soon as a portal opens up, they're prepared to take over the planet. But I have no idea how this got here."
Erica felt the hairs stand up on the back of her neck. She turned toward the entryway. Standing there with a look that could best be described as bloodlust was Nigel. His arms were drenched with crimson. The Torello twins flanked him, with Phil sporting a charred shirt and Jason favoring one side.
"Anything’s possible if you put your mind to it." Nigel’s voice was a low growl. "The man who made me who I am today set this up for us. It's like sending a letter across worlds. Or an email, if you prefer."
Dhiraj shrugged. "Everybody texts now anyway."
Natalie raised her sword. "I have a feeling he’s one of the guys I’m supposed to stab."
Erica gripped her wrench tight. "Where’s Ted?"
"We don't know." Phil Torello got a death glare from Nigel for that. "I mean, we know, but you don't."
Nigel shook his head.
Erica let a grin seep in. He’s alive. He’s safe. Thank the light.
"We may not have your hero right now, but there are only so many places he can go. As for you all, I hope you enjoy the accommodations, because you're going to die here."
Erica looked over at Natalie. "You ready for a fight?"
"Bring it on."
As the twins came rushing at them, Erica prepared to strike.
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Ted stopped sprinting when he reached another fork in the cave. He hadn’t realized his heart could beat so hard. He leaned against one of the cave walls.
"Faraday. Sandra. The Torellos. Erica. They’re all dead." He listened to the silence. "I’m probably going to die too."
Nothing in the darkness seemed to tell him otherwise.
Ted put his hand to his forehead. "No. No, I can make it through this."
He tried to control his breathing as he took the path to the right. He thought of the spirit who inhabited his childhood friend and the war he didn’t understand. His mind was completely occupied when he crept around the bend and took a fist to the nose. The pain shot through his face. He began to bleed almost immediately, and when he put up his hands to defend himself, he recognized Jennifer Norris standing before him.
"Oh my gosh, Ted?!" Embarrassment raced through her eyes. "I'm so sorry."
Sheriff Norris put his hand on her back. "Nice punch, honey. A little premature but right on the mark."
"Thanks, Dad."
Ted pinched his nose to stop the bleeding. Seeing his allies covered up the pain, until he noticed the mark on Jennifer’s arm.
He leapt back. "How do I know you’re still alive?"
Jennifer frowned at her tattoo. "They started the ritual but never finished it. Besides, I would’ve done more than accidentally punch you if I was a bad guy."
Ted bounced on his heels. "Sheriff, show me your arms."
When Jennifer’s father rolled up his sleeves to reveal no ancient, indecipherable markings, Ted relaxed his shoulders.
"Okay. I believe you." He leaned his head back. The remainder of the blood tasted metallic going down his throat. "Where are Erica and Dhiraj?"
"They're here, too. Is your face okay?"
"It's as good as anything else."
Ted sat on a semi-flat surface on the cave wall. He looked down at the drops of blood that had landed on his shirt.
"Are you going to pass out or something?"
Sheriff Norris rummaged through his pockets. "I might have some fruit snacks."
Ted groaned. "I'm not going to pass out. I don't need a snack, though I appreciate the offer. Why did they pick me as a hero? I don’t belong here." All the anxiety his powers had helped bury came out in a wave.
Jennifer sat down next to him on the wall. "Of course you do. I think you're here to save the world."
"But why me? What was the point of picking me? I'm nobody. The world is going to end because I don't know what the heck I'm doing."
Jennifer put her arm around Ted's shoulder and gave him a reassuring squeeze. "Ted, I almost got choked to death today by my drama teacher. My dad got semi-brainwashed for the 'greater good' and I'm pretty sure I have a separated shoulder. But I'm still here, and I wouldn't have it any other way."
"Why?"
"My friends needed me."
Ted looked away. "Erica isn't even Erica. She's someone else entirely."
Jennifer pulled Ted a little closer to give him a half-hug. "But part of her is still in there. And just like the Erica we know is part of her, the people who gave you these powers knew there was a hero inside of you. You may not believe it, but sometimes you have to just trust what other people see in you."
"Kind of like what Dhiraj sees in you?"
Jennifer laughed. "And what does he see in me?"
"I’ll let him share that confession." When Ted reached for the nervousness again, it was gone. "You’re right. We’ve got a job to do. Thanks."
The sheriff cleared his throat. "Is the pep talk over now? I think I have a feeling of where Erica is."
Ted raised his eyebrow. "A feeling?"
Jennifer sighed. "Don’t ask."
Ted nodded. "Which direction, Sheriff?"
The sheriff pointed.
Ted smiled and looked at his two compatriots. "Let's get there in style."
He put his hands out and the three of them began to float a few feet off the ground. Jennifer squealed.
Her father shifted uncomfortably. "What are you doing?"
"Managing our time."
Ted moved his fingers and the three of them began to fly forward at an incredible rate. As they reached a turn, the sheriff barked out a direction and Ted complied.
Jennifer couldn't help but let out another yelp of joy as they whipped around each bend. "This is amazing!"
Over Jennifer’s jubilance, Ted began to hear some commotion.
He clenched his fists. "They’re close." He narrowed his eyes. "Here goes nothing!"
Ted flew the three of them toward the noise.
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Erica crouched low as the twins approached.
"It's like my dream all over again, Phil." Jason grinned. "Me, you, and Erica in a three-way-dance. Though I think you were replaced by a big-breasted porn star."
Phil grinned. "Sounds like a fun dream. I'm jealous."
Phil circled behind Erica while Jason took her straight on. Meanwhile, Nigel moved toward Natalie and the sword.
Erica gritted her teeth. "The thing with dreams, fellas, is that they don't always come true."
When they got close enough, Erica attempted to get some distance with two swings of the wrench. The first hit the mark, sending Phil backward, but the second wasn't as lucky. Jason caught Erica's wrist and lifted her into the air.
"Too slow." The bulky Torello slammed her onto the rocky ground.
Erica’s back hit hard, and the wrench fell from her grasp. The solid cave floor felt like a wrecking ball on her midsection.
Before Jason could take advantage, Dhiraj came out of nowhere and jumped on Jason's back, trying to choke him.
He clawed at the twin’s neck.
Erica rolled to the side and got to standing. "Not bad, moneybags."
She spied Natalie and Nigel out of her peripheral vision. Their words echoed off the cave walls.
"You were the girlfriend in the diner, weren't you?" Nigel sneered. "You left just before the fun began. If you hadn't, I might be stabbing you to end the world."
Natalie handled the sword like a trained master. "Not frickin’ likely."
When Nigel got too close, she swung the blade in his direction. Natalie was stronger than most, but the weapon was no fencing foil. It was heavy and unwieldy. He easily dodged the first swing and landed a kick in the stomach. Natalie stayed crouched over like her ribs were broken.
Erica tried to run over toward her, but Phil came from behind and tackled her to the ground. Her left knee absorbed most of the impact. Phil locked his arms behind her head.
"Not so fast, LaPlante. You think a little wrench is going to take me down? I'm stronger than anyone in the world."
Erica's attention remained on Natalie and the sword.
"You can't win." Nigel laughed. "You can't even hold onto your superhero boyfriend."
Nigel reached for the sword, but Natalie was only playing opossum. She kicked him in the knee, sending him off balance. Another boot to the head took Nigel to the ground.
"I broke up with him."
Erica sat up and reached behind her head for leverage.
"I always had a crush on you." Phil’s mouth pressed against her ear. "Who knew we'd have all this special time together?"
Erica smiled as she gripped Phil's wrists. "Love hurts."
She rolled forward with all her strength and tossed Phil across the room into the wall. He hit with a bounce and landed on the ground. He tried and failed to get up.
Erica looked over at Dhiraj, who'd been easily shed off Jason's back. The twin was about to drop a large rock on his overmatched opponent, when Dhiraj pulled a pencil out of his pocket and stabbed Jason in the ankle with it. The rock fell harmlessly to the ground. Jason clutched at his wound.
His mouth was agape at the trickling blood. "What did you do?"
Dhiraj smirked. "Pencil beats rock."
As Jason reached down to grab his assailant, Erica sprinted over and spin-kicked the twin at just the right angle. The momentum of her leg seemed to turn Jason's neck all the way around, and he plummeted hard. Erica helped Dhiraj to his feet.
He put almost all his weight on her. "It looks like you've done this before."
"Nah. I've never fought twins."
Erica looked over at Natalie, who continued to hold off Nigel's advances. As she came to help, Erica noticed three figures in the entryway.
"Ted?"
The next few moments seemed to last an eternity. Erica's fight with the twins had taken her to the far side of the room. Natalie and Nigel were much closer to Jennifer and the living soul. Before Ted could say a word, Natalie looked up at him, taking her attention off Nigel for a second too long. Nigel spun around behind her and drew a short dagger. He stabbed Natalie in the back. She screamed and collapsed to the ground. As she fell, Nigel swiped the sword from her hands and went running at the cave opening. The weapons Jennifer and Sheriff Norris held shot out of their hands and skidded across the floor. Ted was out in the open, and Erica was too far away to protect him. Her heart sank.
She saw Ted try to push Nigel away with his powers, to no avail. Nigel was coming straight for him, and if he couldn't defend himself, the world as they knew it would be finished.
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Everything looked familiar to Ted as he looked around the room. Erica and Dhiraj were in the exact same position as they'd been in his dream. The room had been a little foggy both times he'd dreamt the scenario, but now it was all coming into focus. The wall with the glowing indecipherable language. The others in the room with their faces obscured. And Nigel running toward him with an ancient sword. Ted tensed his body and thought quick.
This isn’t how the world ends.
Ted spied a large rock across the room. The heavy object floated into the air with ease and zipped across the cave like a major-league fastball. Nigel was within striking distance when the rock landed in its desired location: the exact spot where the Brit had stabbed Ted in his dream.
Nigel pushed the sword into the rock with all his strength, but it only made it about two-thirds of the way through. Nigel was stunned, and Ted tossed the sword in the stone to the side using his mind. He then used his powers to throw the bewildered dark soul backward with as much force as he could muster. Even though he'd pushed his enemy as hard as he'd thrown Stucky, Nigel gracefully performed a backflip in midair and landed softly on the ground. Out of the corner of his eye, Ted saw Dhiraj and Jennifer run over to somebody on the ground, though he couldn't get a good enough look to see who it was. Erica reached his side.
Ted couldn’t help but notice the sweat glistening on her war-torn face. "Guess what! I didn't get killed!"
"Good. We're not out of the caves yet."
"I see what you did there."
"What's our play?" He saw the Torellos begin to approach from the corner of the room. "They'll be ready for my powers."
"You can do anything if you think it. Any kick, punch, or body movement. You can make yourself do that with your mind and they can't stop you."
"Good to know. You guys need a handbook."
She grinned. "If we get out of this, I'll tell you everything."
For the first time since Ted got his powers, he felt like a hero.
Sheriff Norris stepped up. "What do you want me to do?"
Erica waved him forward. "Take one of them. However you deem necessary."
The sheriff nodded.
Nigel and the twins stepped toward them.
Erica glared ahead. "I've got the Brit."
Ted watched Jason Torello approach with relentless anger upon his face. The living soul couldn’t stop the lump from forming in his throat.
Phil ran at the sheriff first. Nigel moved toward Erica next in what looked like a good old-fashioned street fight. It was just Jason and Ted left.
"Looks like we’re the only ones left to dance." Ted flexed his hands open and shut. "I hope you learned your two-step."
Jason scowled. "You even die like a loser."
The twin swung his fist. Ted told his mind to move his body faster than humanly possible to avoid it. To his surprise, it worked. Jason attempted another punch, but once again, Ted used his mind to move. Jason continued to punch, and Ted kept avoiding every single blow. It didn't take long for Jason to be completely out of breath.
"You may have superpowers, but I'm always going to be cooler than you, more popular than you, and better looking than you."
Ted lifted himself into the air and extended his leg. He spun around like a top, letting his foot slam into Jason's face multiple times as he passed by. The kicks were so fast, they knocked the twin unconscious as he stood. Ted easily pushed him over, making him fall to the ground.
"Maybe so. But I think life goes on after high school."
Ted turned toward Erica and the sheriff. While Erica and Nigel were pretty evenly matched, the sheriff was having a tough time with Phil. The twin was too fast for the lawman, sending kicks and punches into the sheriff's body. When the sheriff picked up his gun from the ground, Phil ducked under his arm with ease, snatched the gun, and kicked the sheriff to the ground. Phil immediately pointed the gun at Erica. She stopped fighting with Nigel when she heard the click of the weapon, and Nigel sent a painful punch into her abdomen.
She dropped to the ground as Phil aimed his weapon.
"Kill them, Ted." Erica spat blood. "Don't worry about me."
Phil kicked her in the back. "Give yourself up, and we'll let her go."
As he looked at the girl on both knees, he didn’t see a protector or a warrior spirit. He saw the girl he’d loved since first grade. Ted put up his hands.
"I’ll give myself up. Just get away from her.
"Ted, no!"
Nigel grinned to himself. "Phillip, you heard the man."
The twin picked up Erica by the back of the shirt and threw her far across the room. She landed hard near Dhiraj and the others. Ted shuddered from the empathetic pain.
"Now it's just us," Nigel licked his lips. "Remember what happened the last time you tried to stand up to me one-on-one? You went through a window. Since there aren't any windows here, we're just going to have to shoot you." Nigel nodded toward Phil. "You may fire when ready."
Phil didn't hesitate, but neither did Ted. As the bullet exited the gun, time slowed down for the living soul, as if he'd asked for permission for the world to change its rules. Ted saw the hilt of the ancient sword move across the room in his mind. While any outside viewer would have seen the sword literally move faster than a bullet, it felt easy for Ted. As the hilt reached Ted's hand, he swung the sword, dislodging the rock stuck on the blade. The bullet and the rock collided, resulting in an explosion of stone. Ted gripped the sword and moved toward Phil, who fired another bullet. He swatted the projectile out of the air and planted his sword in the twin’s abdomen. With a flashing blue light and a scream, Phil disappeared into nothingness.
Ted looked down at his weapon. "That was unexpected."
Jason attempted to sneak up behind Ted, but the living soul could feel him. He stuck the sword behind him and through Jason.
The bully screamed. "Loser!"
Another burst of blue light and the other Torello was gone.
Ted squared up with Nigel, who now held the gun that fell when Phil perished.
"You don't even know who you are." Nigel spat as he spoke. "The living soul isn't meant to be an instrument of war. You could make the entire conflict go away in an instant."
Ted held his sword at the ready. "I can be whoever I want to be."
"You think Erica has your best interest in mind. You think she wants to save your world. It's all a lie."
"Because I can trust you so much."
"You shouldn't trust anyone." Nigel fired the gun.
Ted moved his sword and bullet ricocheted right back into Nigel's chest. The Brit clutched at his wound.
Nigel shouted, his face beet red. "You'll die screaming!"
Ted stabbed Nigel with a strong thrust. "You first."
Nigel did scream before he disappeared with a blue burst.
Ted went down to one knee as his breath caught up with reality.
We won. We won, and I didn’t die.
Ted ran to Erica. She was coughing in the corner of the room next to Jennifer and Dhiraj.
"Are you alright?"
Erica put her hand on Ted's shoulder. "I'll live. You did good, Ted."
He couldn't believe the rush he felt, both from beating the bad guys and getting a compliment from Erica. It wouldn’t last.
Tears stained Dhiraj’s face. "We need to get out of here quick. Natalie needs help."
Ted hadn't been able to tell before, but now it was obvious. He'd seen Natalie wear that outfit before, and even facedown with a knife in her back, it was apparent it was her. He took in the stab wound in a hurry. His muscles tightened as his world exploded.
"No." He forgot how to breathe. "Why is she here?!"
Ted tried to roll her over, but Dhiraj stopped him.
"I don't know if you should move her, man."
Ted used his powers to push Dhiraj a few feet to the left.
"It's her only chance." Ted wrapped his arm around her and lifted her off the ground.
She screamed in agony as the blood seeped into Ted’s clothes.
He looked back at Erica. "Find us at the hospital."
Ted put his free hand up to the ceiling of the cave. With a deafening blast, a hole big enough for the two of them opened up. Bits of rock rained down upon them. He put both arms around Natalie and took off. His mind went completely blank as he willed his powers to speed up their flight.
Natalie met his eyes as they flew. "Ted. You're alive. They didn't end the world."
The wind made their clothes flap wildly.
"And you helped to fight them off." Ted tried to focus on the air ahead, but he couldn’t tear himself away from her eyes. "I need to celebrate with you, OK? You need to hang on."
Natalie coughed loudly. The two of them were only a few blocks away from the hospital. Ted could barely hear Natalie over the sound of their flight.
Natalie's voice grew weaker with each word. "I was jealous. I wanted Erica to suffer. Now I know – she's the one who's going to keep you alive."
Ted’s tightened his grip around her. "I need both of you. I need both of you!"
Natalie’s eyes shut.
"Nat? Stay awake, Nat!" He spied the lot below as his heart rate doubled. "Almost there!"
Ted landed the two of them on the ground right in front of the sliding doors of the emergency room. This time he had no trouble maintaining his balance.
"I have a stab wound here! I need help right now!"
Ted couldn’t hear what the doctors said as they pried her away from his grasp. He watched them place her on a gurney and wheel her in. All he could hear was his own heart beating and his weak, desperate prayer.
"Please."
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Natalie's eyes fluttered open. She felt slow and tired, but the pain had left her back. It took her a second to realize where she was. The beeping machine to her left and the blue paper gown gave it away. She looked down at her hand and saw that someone was holding it. She squeezed and Ted Finley woke up.
His eyes brightened when he saw her. "You're up."
Natalie remembered flying through the air, as if it were a dream. She knew it wasn't. She knew that Ted possessed great powers now. Rapid healing wasn't one of them, unfortunately, and he had several bandages covering the wounds he'd endured that day.
Natalie’s voice was scratchy but functional. "Who looks worse, you or me?"
"You mean generally?"
She smiled. Natalie didn't have the energy for much else. It was tough enough trying to string two thoughts together under the heavy medication.
"Everybody make it?"
Ted nodded. He looked different than he had just a few days earlier. He seemed more solid than before. It was like he'd finally found the backbone Natalie had wished for.
"Everybody made it. Except for the bad guys. Though Deputy Daly skipped town before Erica could report – the assault."
"I shouldn't have–"
Ted squeezed her hand. "If it wasn't for you, we never would have found out who... killed Erica. He would still be in town and anyone could be in danger. No matter what your intentions were, it all worked out in the end."
Natalie sighed. "I guess so."
She could still picture Daly with his gun pointed at Erica’s head.
"I was trying to hurt her, but I guess Erica isn't Erica and you aren't the same boring Ted."
Even Ted's laugh was a little different. "I don't think I'll have much time for boring. There are a dozen news shows that want to do interviews with me next week. I'm supposed to guest judge on a cooking show, and I've had three reality TV pitches."
Natalie spied Dhiraj poking his head into the room. He didn't seem altered one bit by the events of the day.
"Did I hear something about money?" His brilliant grin matched the porcelain walls. "Natalie!"
Ted released his grasp of Natalie’s hand and Dhiraj came in for an awkward hug.
She smiled up at him. "I saw you stab a guy."
"He had it coming. I knew you wouldn't die. You're so damn tough, you can handle all the backstabbing of high school."
Natalie laughed and a small trickle of pain shot through her. She ignored it. The laugh was worth it.
"What'd Jennifer think?"
Dhiraj was already happy to see Natalie; he lit up like fireworks at the mention of Jennifer's name.
"She's been all over me since we came here. She was hugging me and she fell asleep on my shoulder. It was amazing."
Ted patted him on the back. Natalie liked having the three of them together again.
Ted smiled. "Now, don't take advantage of her."
Dhiraj feigned surprise. "Ted Finley, I would never. I'm going to take her home, wait the requisite three days, and then I'm going to ask her out."
Natalie pictured her friend creating a spreadsheet of the best times of the day to ask Jennifer out. He'd probably get someone to write a very complex algorithm to determine the better of two particular hours. It was nerdy and ridiculous, but it was Dhiraj.
"Hey, come here."
As Dhiraj bent down next to Natalie's head, she kissed him on the cheek. "No reality shows."
Dhiraj laughed. The sound of his chuckle was exactly what she needed to feel better.
"I'm going to visit you tomorrow. For now, I'm going to ask the sheriff if I can ask out his daughter. Wish me luck!"
Ted and Natalie did, as he left the room.
"Does he know you only have to ask a father’s permission when you want to marry someone?"
Ted shrugged. "It's possible that he's going to do that first, just to get it out of the way. You know Dhiraj. He's a planner."
Natalie looked up into Ted's eyes. There was so much kindness behind them. It was no wonder he was picked to protect the world.
"I'm sorry I yelled at you and that it went viral," she said.
Even through the medication, she could still smell the laundry detergent Ted's parents used on his clothes.
"And I'm sorry I tried to kiss Erica less than a day after we broke up."
A question came to mind that burned at her. She figured she could use the drugs as an excuse if it was too forward.
"Are you going to date her?"
Ted looked pained to answer. "I don't know. She's like 300 years old or something."
"And she's totally out of your league."
The two of them laughed together. Ted took her hand again. Butterflies formed in her stomach.
"I don't know what's going to happen with all of this." Ted pursed his lips. "One thing I do know is that you and I are going to protect each other. I've got your back."
Natalie didn't want him to leave, but she didn't want to sound needy, either. She held Ted's hand tighter. "And I've got yours."
Ted let go and came in for a hug. Natalie considered trying to kiss him. She accepted the hug instead and let him walk toward the door. He lingered there for a moment before waving one more time. He disappeared into the hallway.
When the room was empty, Natalie sighed to herself. "I love you, Ted Finley." She stared up at the ceiling. "I hope you don't get yourself killed."
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The gum Dhiraj had offered Erica was a major help as she spoke with the two Homeland Security agents. There was something about blowing bubbles and chewing that really sold the dumb teenager act. Agent Harding was wiry and seemed to write down everything Erica said on a notepad. Agent Vott asked most of the questions. He had a deep voice and he filled out his extra large suit with muscles to spare.
"Do you know where Ted got his powers from, Ms. LaPlante?"
She looked off to the side as if she lacked the brainpower to answer a simple question. "Um, I don't know for sure. It didn't seem like one of those comic book ways. Like radiation or a radioactive spider or a radio."
Harding scribbled on his pad. "What kind of company does Ted keep?"
"Ted runs a company?"
Vott and Harding exchanged a look.
"Let me rephrase, what kind of affiliations does he have? Is he a part of any strange clubs or does he have any family friends that come into town from overseas?"
Erica chewed the gum with her mouth open for a few beats. With this line of questioning, she could tell the government was scared of Ted. They didn't understand what he was, and that made him a threat.
"I think he tried out for volleyball once, but he got cut."
"Would you say that Ted Finley is dangerous to the people around him?"
After all she'd seen in her multiple lifetimes, Erica knew the real answer to the question. The people around Ted would always be in danger. It was part of the job description.
"Ted is a hero." She twirled the gum around her finger. "They should, like, make a movie about him. Who do you think would play him?"
Harding didn’t hesitate. "Channing Tatum."
Vott shot him a wide-eyed glance. "What my partner means, Ms. LaPlante, is that we're all out of questions. Thank you for your time."
The two of them stood up. She did the same and shook their hands.
"So, do you guys have summer internships or anything? I want to work from home, too."
As Vott explained what Homeland Security really meant, Erica spied Ted walking back down the hallway. She tried to read his look. Natalie had saved her life and she could be a strong ally going forward, but she had also tried to ruin Erica's reputation. Above all of that, Ted still had feelings for his ex-girlfriend, and in the teenage parts of her mind, that made Natalie a threat.
Agents Vott and Harding thanked Erica and walked off before Ted arrived. She watched them as they went, wondering how much the lack of secrecy would hurt their mission. Would she one day have to reveal all the secrets of her world and the many other worlds connected to this one? She didn't know if mankind was ready for that.
Erica tossed the gum in the trash. "How is she?"
"Great. Aside from the stab wound. How about the sheriff?"
At Jennifer's request, Erica had removed the bond between her and the sheriff. Sheriff Norris had taken quite a beating in the caves, and he'd need several weeks to fully recover. Jennifer didn't blame Erica, per se, but she asked that her father be able to act under his own impulses. Erica immediately began considering two new candidates for brainwashing.
"He's better. He had good things to say about Dhiraj. Maybe this him-and-Jennifer thing'll happen after all."
Ted's smile made Erica think about kissing him. She shook off the idea and ignored the ever-present thought.
"I think it'd be good for Dhiraj to take a break from trying to run a business."
Despite running around in a cave, Erica could smell the familiar scent of Ted's clothing.
"He told me you guys might build a lair from all those fan donations."
Ted nodded. "A lair might be in the cards. But we'll have to run things by our new partner. Why didn't you tell me who you were?"
Ted sat down in the waiting area and Erica did the same.
She sighed. "Two reasons. Number one, these powers aren’t exactly typical. I had to make sure you weren’t going to use them for evil."
Ted nodded. "I heard you had a knife in the band room."
Erica blushed. "Don’t take it personally."
"All of this is too weird to take personal." He rubbed the sole of his shoe into the linoleum. "What’s the second reason?"
"It’s embarrassing."
Ted put her hand on Erica's back. "What's embarrassing?"
"I have a crush on you, Ted Finley. I'm supposed to help you save the world and learn how to control your powers, but part of me is just a teenage girl with a crush on you."
Erica knew it was more complicated than that. There were feelings for William mixed up with her old inhabitant's regret at giving up her friendship with Ted. But she could explain all of that later.
Ted scratched his head. "I look at you and I see Erica, but that's not who you are."
Erica ran both of her hands through her hair.
"I still have all of her memories and all of her emotions. She'll never be completely gone as long as I'm here."
Ted lifted his chin. "You lied to me, once. How do I know you're telling me the truth?"
"Close your eyes."
Ted's forehead wrinkled before he followed her instructions.
"I want you to remember a little girl with a unicorn shirt trying to open your window in the middle of the night. A girl who would beat you in cartoon racing video games and dare you to climb up trees. This girl wanted to spend every waking moment with you and you wanted to do the same with her."
Erica positioned herself right in front of Ted. "Now open your eyes."
Ted did and pressed his lips together as he looked at Erica's face.
"What do you see?"
He let out a shallow sigh. "I see Erica. Part of her is really in there. And I'm in – I’m very happy to see her."
Erica put her hands on both sides of Ted's face. "I'm here to keep you safe, but I think I’m also here to give us a second chance."
Erica felt her lips part as she waited for Ted to say something.
His eyes stared straight into hers without blinking. "Oh, what the hell."
Erica’s lips tingled as Ted put his arm around her neck and pulled her toward him. A burst of euphoria shot through her body as their lips met. Erica didn't care that Ted didn't truly understand who she was. All she wanted was to be near him. Erica breathed him in and let the time pass by with his lips on hers.
Erica wasn't sure how many minutes had gone by when she heard the click of a digital camera. When she pulled away from Ted, she saw half a dozen people snapping photos of them. She considered presenting them with one of her fingers, as that was the old Erica's gesture of choice, but she held herself back. Ted opened his eyes and noticed the photographers as well.
Now he blushed. "This is awkward."
Erica took his hand. "Come with me."
Ted complied and the two of them dashed toward the parking garage. They giggled the whole way, not speaking another word until Erica’s car was on the road.
Erica felt Ted’s eyes on her and she glanced to the side. "What?"
"You know, one thing's been bugging me. Nigel told me that the living soul could end the war in an instant. Can I?"
Erica's eyes blinked several times. She wasn't sure if Ted was ready for the honest answer to that question.
"I think that’ll become more clear once we've started training. There's a lot you can do when you fully tap into your powers."
Ted put his hand on Erica’s. "And when do we start this so-called training?"
Erica smirked. "I didn't tell you? Five a.m."
Ted's posture stiffened. "Five a.m.? As in 5 a.m. tomorrow?"
"Wear comfortable clothes." Erica pulled into Ted’s driveway and put the car in park.
Ted raised his eyebrows. "You know, if I have to get up at five in the morning to save the world, it might not be worth it."
Erica reached across his body and opened the car door. "Make sure to get some rest." She kissed him on the cheek. "I’ll see you soon, Super Ted."
He took a long look into Erica’s eyes. "Am I really ready for all of this?"
Erica had seen a lot during this war. Heroes, villains, pain, death, and torture. But she’d never seen anything quite like Ted Finley.
"No." She let the smile spread across her face. "But you will be."



EPILOGUE
Stucky felt safe in the police van. When he was cuffed at the school, he felt like a major weight had been lifted off his shoulders. The dark soul mission didn’t exactly jibe with him, and he had strength and power that would keep him safe no matter what happened. On the other side of the van, he saw Faraday half-asleep and several other passengers about to nod off. Like him, they were handcuffed and had shackles around their legs. Stucky and Faraday were told they'd be given the maximum possible sentence for attempted murder and that the judge would lock them up and throw away the key. Stucky didn't mind.
He could see the next 20 to 30 years unfolding in prison. With their powers, he and Faraday would be top dogs in jail. If anybody tried to mess with him, he'd easily be able to turn the other cheek. After all, what were they going to do to a guy who could punch them clean across the room? Stucky relished the idea of being in charge of something. With his brother and Nigel gone, he could finally come into his own. That's the exact thought he had in mind when one of the drivers in the front screamed.
"Look out!"
A small explosion in the road caused the van to flip several times. Stucky's head smashed against the side of the vehicle and his ears filled with the terrified voices of his fellow passengers. His stomach felt like it’d been turned inside out when the van skidded to a stop.
Stucky was alive, but the van was completely upside down. Two of the prisoners who had undone their seat belts to get more comfortable weren’t so lucky. Stucky ripped his handcuffs apart with ease and undid his belt. He landed on one of the dead prisoners and kicked out the backdoor of the van. Faraday followed close behind him.
The former drama teacher looked left and right. "What happened?"
"I have no idea. Deer in the road?"
"Deer don't explode."
Stucky shrugged. He walked around to the front of the van. Neither of the drivers had survived the crash, either.
"What do you think we should do?"
It was cold and dark out. They'd survive in the nearby woods, but they wouldn't be comfortable. Not like the prison bed Stucky had been dreaming about. He couldn't even tell where they were.
"Hey." Faraday smiled. "At least we don't have to go to pris–"
A projectile flew through the air, interrupting Faraday and landing at his feet. The teacher-turned-killer looked down curiously at the grenade. Stucky pulled off the van’s passenger door to act as a shield. The explosion nearly blew out Stucky's eardrums. The door had only provided minor protection, sending him flying in the opposite direction. He landed back-first on the pavement with the charred door resting on top of him. He knew right away that Faraday and the other passengers were long gone. A piece of glass from the van's window had lodged itself in his leg. When he tried to put weight on it, the immense pain sent him back to the ground.
"Please! Whoever you are, I'll help you. I'll be on your side. I don't want to die."
There was nothing but silence. Stucky closed his eyes, half-expecting another grenade to come rolling over in his direction. When nothing happened, he opened his eyes. A woman stood there holding the grenade launcher. She had a rainbow butterfly tattoo on her hand.
"Sandra?" His eyes widened. "Are you here to rescue me?"
She continued to smile as she looked behind her. There was someone else there. It was a man Stucky recognized as well. He pulled back his hood to reveal half a face.
"Stucky, it's good to see you again, old friend. It's a shame you couldn't come through for the cause."
Stucky looked around. There was nothing but road and forest as far as the eye could see. With his bad leg and the two-on-one odds, it seemed like his only chance was to try to talk things out.
"We tried to kill Ted." His chest tightened as he looked down at his bloody leg. "We tried to bring the army over. We can try again."
The half-faced man laughed.
"You failed, Stucky, and there's got to be a penalty for that. How else will I teach my protégé how to behave?"
"Forgive and forget?"
The man walked up to the fallen prisoner and placed his boot on Stucky's chest. The dark soul thought of his brother for some reason.
"When a plan doesn't work, it never hurts to start fresh."
The last thing Stucky saw was the half-faced man slamming a heel into his throat.
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EXCERPT: THE TELEPATH
"Everybody buckle up." Dhiraj clicked his belt into place. "It's going to be a bumpy ride."
"Why?" Erica followed his advice. "Do you need to get your shocks fixed?"
Ted did the same. "Are we going off-roading?"
Dhiraj glowered. "I just wanted to say something cool." Dhiraj pulled out of the Lexus showroom-like parking lot and gave the gas pedal a push. "Let's be the superhero team that has fun."
Dhiraj merged onto the highway and got into the fast lane.
"Actually, Ted and I are the superhero team." Erica typed a few words into her phone.
"What does that make me?"
Ted chuckled. "The superhero team's driver?"
Dhiraj changed lanes and took the curve of an exit a lot faster than he should have. The tires made a skidding sound. The car was about to spin out of control when Ted steadied it with his powers. Dhiraj could feel the tires moving into the right position without his steering command.
When they'd stopped skidding, Ted returned control to the driver. "Careful there, buddy."
"Just warming you up." Dhiraj put on a fake smile. "Nobody should superhero cold."
"Uh huh." Erica pointed toward the sign outside the shopping complex. "Pull in over here."
Dhiraj parked and scampered around the car to open the door for Erica. She stuck out her tongue at him and exited. Ted followed, and they were about to dash away before Dhiraj held up his hand.
"Guys! Don't forget the gear."
"Oh yeah." Ted rubbed his hands together. "All the secret agent stuff. Did you ever have this as a kid?"
Erica raised her eyebrows. "Sorry, we didn't have plastic yet when I was growing up."
Dhiraj opened the trunk to reveal some of their crowdfunded goodies, including night vision goggles, bulletproof vests and fiberoptic cameras. Dhiraj grabbed the cameras and locked the car.
Sheriff Norris and the rest of his squad were camped outside the jewelry store where the situation was taking place. The shopping center consisted of a chain Thai restaurant, an ice cream parlor, the jewelry store and a couple of knick-knack shops Dhiraj had never entered.
When the three of them walked in, Sheriff Norris and the rest of the department parted like the Red Sea. Ted was in front, with Erica and Dhiraj flanking him. Dhiraj imagined the trio looked pretty awesome; that is, until Ted tripped on a power cord that led into one of the department's vans. He fell forward so quickly that the hero didn't even have time to deploy his powers, landing face-first on the ground. There was a gasp from the onlookers. Dhiraj saw Erica shake her head as the sheriff ran over to help Ted to his feet.
"I'm okay." Ted brushed some dirt from his face. "I'm good."
Sheriff Norris chuckled. "You three sure know how to make an entrance."
"Once we're done learning how to walk"—Erica glared at Ted—"how about you tell us what we've got, sheriff?"
Ted nudged Erica.
"Shouldn't I take the lead on this in public?"
Erica put up both her hands and smirked before taking a step back.
Ted took her place. "What've we got, sheriff?"
"It's a robbery gone bad. Six hostages, one of whom has a potentially serious injury. At least three kidnappers. All of them armed."
Ted squinted. "I don't remember the last time there was a robbery–"
"Four years." Sheriff Norris looked past the three of them to the jewelry store. "Discounting the occasional house burglary, it's been four years since anything like this."
Dhiraj presented the cameras. "You want some eyes on the inside?"
The sheriff's eyes twinkled. "And it isn't even my birthday yet."
Dhiraj set up the equipment as the sheriff and his men guided two of the cameras in through an air conditioning vent on the back of the building. They flipped the devices on and Ted used his powers to maneuver them through two storage closets and into the jewelry store. Before long, they could all survey the scene. Dhiraj flipped a switch, and the sound from inside the store played through a speaker.
"Will you stop crying?!" A scrawny kidnapper stood over the body of an injured hostage.
There was a puddle of blood beside her, and Dhiraj wondered if it was from a knife or a glass wound – shards of glass from the jewelry cases were spread throughout the room.
"Stop looking at her!" The scrawny man gestured to his fellow robbers. "Get the cops back on the phone."
Judging by the way he gave orders, the man seemed to be in charge. That didn't seem to stop him from nervously pacing back and forth.
Ted cleared his throat. "What's the play here?"
Before Erica could say a word, a noise came from the other side of the parking lot. There were voices, one of which echoed louder than the others through a bullhorn. A group of about 50 people marched in unison and began to surround the sheriff's forces.
"Here they are." The sheriff looked over at his squad. "Set up the barricades, boys."
Erica placed her hands on her hips. "Do they have a permit?"
The sheriff nodded. "It just came in before you got here. I was hoping we'd be through already, but they work quickly."
Dhiraj marveled at the growing crowd. He recognized some of them from outside the school parking lot. Most of them were middle-aged or older and carried signs. Dhiraj wondered how any of these folks could maintain a day job while harassing Ted. He looked through the crowd to see if any of their slogans were clever. Most of them said one thing and one thing only.
"Go Home Alien!"
The Go Home Alien movement had grown from a hashtag into something much more annoying.
Dhiraj shrugged. "If only they were protesting robberies."
Nobody laughed at the joke. Erica looked angry enough to punch somebody.
Click here to keep reading The Telepath!
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