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PROLOGUE
President Blake awoke with a start as his phone buzzed on the bedside table. A nearby clock displayed the time of 3 a.m. in blinking red lights. It didn't take long into his first term in the Presidency for him to turn from a deep sleeper into an extremely light napper. After nearly four years in the office, he could tell this late-night interruption wasn't an emergency, but he knew it warranted enough effort to hop out of bed and slip on his lightweight walking shoes. He noticed his wife stirring to his left, but he was relieved when she didn't fully wake up. He would've gotten an earful in the morning for that. He pressed the necessary button to take the call as he stepped into another room and quietly closed the door behind him.
His scratchy voice pierced through the silence. "This better be good."
The man on the other line stammered for a beat before he composed himself. "I–I–I wouldn't have called you so late, sir, if it wasn't of extreme–"
Blake sighed. "Just let me take a leak first."
Walking down the marble staircase of the ancient-for-America building used to give Blake great pride. Now, with Ridley, his up-all-night Secret Serviceman by his side, the history of the place seemed to fall away.
Their footsteps weren't echoing in a museum; it was more like a prison. And he was the head warden, tasked only with making sure the inmates didn't escape. Like all Presidents before him, Blake's temples were graying, and he was showing the signs of incredible stress in all the typical health indicators. And yet, he won the responsibility to govern his country twice in the last five years. He likely would've lost and learned to sleep again, if Senator Kable hadn't been a bloodthirsty psychopath all along. Blake pictured the uncensored DHS footage of his opponent with the outstretched arm of a metal statue sticking through his stomach.
Hell of a way to go. That bastard'll be more remembered than I will, he thought.
Ridley opened the door to a room Blake had only been inside once, to his recollection. As the neurons started to fire and bring him out of his sleepy state, he realized that the person on the phone hadn't been the Secretary of Defense. These days, that usually meant it was a Homeland Security thing. Which, of course, meant that nobody knew what the hell was going on. The organization had assumed responsibility early on for anything Ted– or other-world-related, and they'd been trying to get rid of the responsibility ever since. It never looked good when half of your top officers had their minds wiped by an insane and power-hungry presidential candidate.
I'm the only one who should be allowed to do that.
Blake rubbed the sleep and gunk away from his eyes and looked up to see freshly-minted DHS Secretary Ken Roberts attempt to stand up straight. Blake wondered how long the silver-haired new appointee had been awake. He also wondered if the official had any chance to handle even a tenth of these insane situations the other worlds were putting on their radar.
Roberts suppressed a yawn. "Sir, there's something you need to see here."
Blake nodded so he didn't have to hide his own grogginess with a reply. Roberts gestured to another door, and Blake and his sentinel walked through. Wall-to-wall technology that Blake's pen had approved covered the walls and ran down to a system of what he assumed were information-age computers powered by a team of nerds clacking away on their crumb-laden keyboards. He was half-surprised not to see a garbage can filled with Mountain Dew bottles anywhere in the room.
Roberts cleared his throat and two out of three of the nerds stood at attention in response. "Mr. President, I'd like to introduce you to our team of Ted Trackers."
Blake squinted. These were the technological experts who exposed Erica LaPlante and later his electoral counterpart as beings with great power. They also looked like the kind of kids Blake punched in the face back in middle school.
It's a shame those days are over.
Blake grunted. "Gentlemen, you woke me up from a pretty sexy dream, so I hope you have something good."
Of course, he hadn't been dreaming at all, but he wanted to see the dorks squirm a bit. He wasn't disappointed.
The Ted Tracker with the largest glasses stepped forward. He attempted to straighten his spine, but it looked as though thousands of hours hunched in front of the screen prevented him from being able to do so with any kind of success. "Sir, we apologize for the late hour." He took off his glasses and wiped them with his sleeve. "As you know, we've been tracking Erica LaPlante and Ted Finley since this program began. As a result, we know what they look like on our monitors when they're using their powers."
Blake let the growl stay lodged in his throat. "I'm well aware. Tell me something that makes this trip to the Geek Squad worth my while."
The head nerd shifted uncomfortably once again. "Well, we've noticed an anomaly."
After several minutes of walking Blake through the system, the nerd on high finally got to the good stuff. He pointed to a particular spot on the color-coded graphs that filled one of the largest computer monitors the President had ever seen.
"If you look at Ted's energy signature here, this is the moment he crossed through the portal in Philadelphia and left... uh, our world for a few weeks."
The regular pattern dipped up and down with few peaks or valleys of any kind. The president traced the line to get a better understanding, before nodding at his tour guide to continue.
The nerd took a deep, phlegm-filled inhalation. "But if you look here, ever since he returned, his pattern is completely different."
The dork was right. Instead of the even pattern that had occurred beforehand, there were large jumps up and down that hardly resembled the former graph.
Blake took a deep breath to stave off another yawn. "And none of the others who went through the portal experienced the same thing?"
The Nerd King shook his head.
Blake peered into the genius' eyes through his thick spectacles. "You're a scientist. What's your hypothesis?"
The nerd took a deep breath. He looked to his fellow geeks for support, but their eyes remained downturned. He returned the President's glare. "Sir, we don't think it's Ted."
Blake stared back for a second before turning and beginning a presidential pace. Even through the tiredness, a name he'd been scared to utter trickled to the front of his mind.
His voice came out in a whisper. "The General."
Secretary Roberts took a few steps toward him. "Who?"
Blake raised one eyebrow. "You tap enough phones, you learn about hell of a lot of suspects." He stood up tall and smiled. "Thank you, gentlemen. I appreciate you bringing this to my attention."
The head nerd's face scrunched up in confusion. "We thought you should know about this as soon as possible. Especially with the Summit coming up."
Blake walked over as Presidentially as he could muster. He put a hand on the dork's shoulder. "Thank you for that. Now, go home and get some sleep. I'm sure you've got some n00bs to frag in the morning or something."
Blake turned on a dime and walked out of the room with Roberts and his Secret Serviceman shadow in tow.
He waited until the door was closed and they'd taken at least 10 paces before speaking again. "I want them all promoted and reassigned."
Roberts blinked a few times in response. "Sure thing, Sir. But shouldn't we be worried that Ted isn't who he says he is?"
Blake smiled for the first time that day. "Mr. Secretary, when you find out that someone is playing dirty, you don't stop them." He firmly cuffed Roberts on the shoulder. "You simply join the game."
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Dhiraj watched the dark and stormy alley displayed on the monitor before him. Even though he was sitting in a room filled with FBI agents that had significantly more experience than he did, he was essentially in charge of this mission. He smiled slyly to himself.
It always helps to be best friends with the man in charge.
Dhiraj watched as a camera worn by Ted moved further into the abandoned central Philadelphia alleyway. Dhiraj's mother had always told him to appreciate the little things in life. While Jennifer and Natalie were at home finishing their schoolwork on Sunday night, he was helping to take down a human trafficking ring. There was nothing like handing a teacher an excuse note written by a seasoned FBI veteran. It was well known that Dhiraj was money's biggest fan, but there was something about power that appealed to him right about now.
"I don't see anything outside." Ted's camera scanned from left to right. "Permission to approach the door, Goose?"
Dhiraj smirked. "That's a 10-4 there, Maverick."
The senior agent who would normally be in control of this operation stewed audibly. "Knock it off with the code names, you two."
Dhiraj made a fake pouty face. "Agent Dempster, are you feeling left out of the nickname game? How about Sunshine?"
A few of the other agents giggled until Agent Sunshine scowled them into silence.
Ted got within a foot of the door before he stopped in his tracks. Even though Dhiraj wasn't the one with the ability to read minds, he felt like all his years by Ted's side had given him a certain insight into the brain of his bestie.
"Anybody in there, Mav?"
Dhiraj listened to Ted's measured breaths through the microphone.
Ted let out a small sigh. "We've got three guards on the inside. I don't think they're near their walkies. May be able to neutralize them before they alert the others."
When Ted found his way back from the Realm of Souls, his powers seemed completely wiped out, aside from some enhanced strength, which showed up when he helped toss Kable off the Treasure High roof. He hadn't even been able to fly. Within a few days, however, his abilities returned stronger than ever. Dhiraj had gone from worried to wowed in a hurry.
Agent Dempster gave Goose a nudge. "Does he need backup?"
Dhiraj put up one hand. "I'll ask, I'll ask. Patience, Sunshine."
The chuckles began anew.
Dhiraj barely held himself back from joining in. "Ted, do you want some FBI buddies on your side?"
He could hear Ted's smile through the communicator. "I'll let you guys know when to send in the cleanup crew."
With that, Dhiraj watched as Ted used his mind to turn the bolt until the door was completely unlocked. The door creaked open. The crack was just large enough for Dhiraj's small, customized optics to float into the room under Ted's control. Two additional monitors came to life on either side of Dhiraj in the control room as the cameras stuck themselves to the top corners of the hideout's grungy foyer. In the dimness, Dhiraj could see that Ted was right. Three lackadaisical guards chatted away in their own kind of personal sewing circle.
The show is about to begin.
Dhiraj felt a twitch of excitement at the back of his neck. "You're right about the guards. Think you can mind-control all three uglies?"
Ted's voice was barely audible. "Piece of cake."
As his abilities seemed to grow stronger every week, Ted started to neglect his training. Erica said it was making him raw and sloppy. Dhiraj couldn't remember the last time his best friend and the protector spent the morning working up a sweat in the lair.
Ted reached out to take hold of the goons' minds. Dhiraj watched as one of the criminals collapsed to the ground in a heap. The other two leapt to their feet and saw the open door.
Dhiraj gripped the desk in front of him. "You missed, Maverick!"
Ted didn't need to respond to take action. He flung open the door with his powers and immediately grabbed the guards' guns and phones with his mind, tossing the objects into the wall from afar. Dhiraj watched through the monitor as Ted ducked a punch from the thicker of the two guards and spun around with a roundhouse kick to the face. The way the attacker clutched at his neck as he crumpled to the floor seemed to indicate he'd be down for much longer than the duration of this mission. The other guard leapt onto Ted's back and locked a chokehold around the hero's chin and throat. Ted gripped the man's wrist and appeared to squeeze with such force that the bones literally disintegrated in his hand. The sound of cracks and pops made the agents flanking Dhiraj wince. Even Agent Sunshine seemed to push down some bile that had crept up his esophagus.
The guard screamed so loud that Dhiraj had to momentarily yank out his earpiece. Ted quickly silenced the man by spinning him around and punching him straight in the temple. The guard joined his choking friend on the ground.
Ted's heavy breathing covered up the room's sounds of pain. "Think they heard me?"
Dhiraj chewed at his cheek. "I think the whole city of Philadelphia heard you, buddy."
Almost as if on cue, they heard a young girl scream and the sound of a gunshot. As Ted's camera moved to take in the scene, Dhiraj put his hand on his chest. Three men with guns had their weapons pointed at three girls who couldn't be older than 12. The traffickers looked to be in much better shape than their grimy, crying captives.
The man with the biggest gun, the one Dhiraj assumed was the de facto leader, pressed his weapon into the side of one hostage's head.
He spit as he talked. "I promise you we will kill these girls if you take one step forward."
Agent Sunshine pushed Dhiraj to the side and grabbed hold of his microphone. "Finley, do not engage with these people. If they shoot, everybody loses."
Dhiraj knew better than to try to take back his rightful spot. Instead, he sat back and watched the monitor as his fight-or-flight response kicked into high gear.
Ted's breathing slowed down. "You're not going to use my codename, Sunshine?"
Nobody in the room laughed at that one. The girl who was under the lead gunman's control whimpered. Dhiraj felt the urgent need to reach through the monitor and strangle the man himself.
The main trafficker snarled the girl into submission. "You've got the FBI on the line? Tell them I want a helicopter and one million in cash and I'll just take one of the girls as insurance. They're all worthless anyway."
Through one of the bird's-eye view monitors, Dhiraj watched Ted clench his fist. "You'll get nothing and like it."
Even through the blurry, dim camera view, everyone in the room could see the fire in the man's eyes. His words came out in a violent scream. "You don't want to take me seriously? Then you don't get the girls."
Agent Sunshine gripped the microphone so hard, Dhiraj thought it would snap in two. "Finley!"
The head gunmen pulled the trigger, only nothing happened. The other gunmen pulled their triggers as well, causing their hostages to wail, but there were no gunshots.
One of the men examined his gun more closely. "Boss, they're all locked."
Ted floated three feet into the air. "Safety first."
As the girls escaped into the far corner of the room, Ted put his powers to work. Each gun came out of its user's grip and pointed directly at his nether regions. Dhiraj heard a satisfying click of the safeties disengaging.
Ted let out a chuckle. "They appear to be working now. Wanna test them out?"
The lead henchmen didn't hesitate. Neither did Ted. A shot rang out and the man collapsed to the ground clutching at the area where his zipper used to be. Dhiraj's eyes grew wide.
Holy crap.
As the injured leader cursed and twisted on the floor in agony, the other two men dropped to their knees and put their hands behind their heads.
Dhiraj sat next to Ted on the nearby curb, and the two of them sipped delicious cups of spicy hot chocolate. All in all, their night's effort had recovered two-dozen girls. Agent Sunshine and the rest of the gang were currently working overtime to send the tortured children home.
Ted seemed to struggle with the beverage and he licked his lips. "I think you made this one too spicy, Goose."
Dhiraj shook his head. "You're so white sometimes. Can't take even a little bit of heat."
Ted rubbed at one eye. "I thought I was an honorary Indian?"
Dhiraj laughed. "That apparently doesn't make you less of a wuss." He took a deep sip of the tingly beverage and let the warmth trickle down his throat. Then Dhiraj took a long look at his friend. "You were pretty violent with those guys."
Ted nodded. "You saw what they did. They deserved worse than I gave 'em."
"But, if you'd just messed with their minds you wouldn't have needed…. Maybe Erica's right. You're losing your finesse."
Ted huffed. "We won. That's all that matters. I thought you were on my side."
Dhiraj knew his friend had come back different, and he wondered if Ted would ever be willing to talk about it. No dice so far.
"Always, buddy. Always." He wrinkled his nose. "Just be careful. I doubt everyone's gonna approve of your methods."
Ted was about to respond, but he saw someone in the distance that gave him pause. When Dhiraj turned to look, he nearly dropped his cup. At a hulking six feet and change, former football star and Kable-replacement Senator David Thompkins stomped toward them. Even Ted seemed to gulp at the sight of him.
Thompkins stretched out his massive hand. "Mr. Finley. Mr. Patel. I've wanted to meet you two for ages. One heck of a job you did out there."
Ted and Dhiraj shared a look before they returned the gesture. In their youth, Thompkins had busted so many heads for the Philadelphia Eagles, Dhiraj was surprised he hadn't been tried for assault. A hometown hero through and through, he was a lock in every election campaign he ran.
Ted croaked his greeting. "It's an honor."
Dhiraj stepped forward. "Mr. Senator, It's inspiring just to be standing next to you."
He ignored Ted's eye roll and watched Thompkins' porcelain-veneered grin expand. "Believe me, the feeling is mutual. You've done so much at a young age, Mr. Patel, I'm surprised you haven't run for office yet."
Dhiraj considered the compliment as his hand was lost in the giant grip of the former defensive lineman.
President Patel has a nice ring to it. Nothing wrong with being in charge.
Ted smiled. "Don't give him any ideas, Senator. Doesn't power corrupt absolutely?"
"That's a myth, my boy." Thompkins pulled back and straightened his suit. "Nothing wrong with a little political ambition, Mr. Finley. I'm just glad you're not old enough to run against me." The man turned his gaze left and right. "I was hoping to see your other partner in crime here. Where is the lovely Ms. LaPlante?"
Ted's gaze went cold.
Dhiraj cleared his throat. "She sat this one out, Senator. I'd be happy to set up a meeting."
As they politely conversed, Dhiraj considered all of the places Erica could be. None of them seemed good. None of them seemed safe. But the strangest thing about it was that lover-boy Ted Finley didn't seem to care.
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Erica felt light as the alcohol worked its way through her system. Her head bobbed up and down slightly as the music pulsed throughout the vaguely rancid-scented fraternity house. She didn't want to think about the atrocities that had occurred on the velvety couch where she'd planted herself about a half-hour earlier. Two empty Solo cups beside her winked in her direction, asking her if she wanted a fifth drink.
She was mission-free. Purposeless. Everything she'd done for the last 300 years was gone in an instant. It all evaporated the second Ted negotiated that peace treaty.
It took her at least 30 seconds to realize that someone had sat down next to her.
The lothario by her side couldn't have been much older than Ted. He had facial hair that was fighting to be a mustache, though it was coming up short. He also wore a perpetual smirk that seemed to indicate that nine times out of 10, he got what he wanted.
The frat boy inched his hips closer to hers. "Hey, you're pretty hot."
Erica shifted herself back to the original distance. "Hey, you have to do much better than that."
His smirk grew smirkier. "Okay, hard to get. I feel you."
I wish you wouldn't.
Despite her internal revulsion, Erica's heart rate started to go up. As much as she wanted to convince herself she was a warrior through and through, these days it was impossible to ignore the feelings of her borrowed human vessel. After all, his biceps were bigger than Ted's, and she wondered how they'd feel wrapped around her body.
The fratty took in a deep breath of stale masculine air. "Your eyes look like they've seen a lot."
Once she'd gotten past the failed mustache, Erica didn't mind scanning the boy's strong jaw; his cunning eyes; his hair that looked soft enough to touch.
A sly smile crossed Erica's face. "Oh yeah?" She felt her chest grow tingly.
The boy who thought he was a man stared deep into her eyes. "For sure. But I can tell that they're missing something."
Erica resisted rolling said eyes. She let her tongue play against the top row of her teeth. "And you know me well enough to know what I'm missing?"
He threw his arm over Erica's shoulder and pulled her in close. The hairs on the back of her neck stuck straight up. Truth be told, she didn't mind the attention. She even leaned closer to his face, tilting her chin up and parting her lips slightly.
The frat boy revealed a crooked smile. "I think you're missing me."
He'd barely put the punctuation on that sentence when Erica put her lips onto his. She took in his musky scent and the sour taste of beer on his lips. She felt careless, even dangerous. His arm wrapped around her back and pulled her hips closer to his. A bubble of emotion burst in her stomach.
I missed this.
Erica's mind grew clear, and she pulled her face away. She took in a deep breath and turned to look at the rest the party. The excitement and bliss she felt just a moment ago converted into pure anxiety. Her hands shook as she removed them from the guy's waist.
Fratboy tightened his grip. "It looks like I was right. Come here."
Erica kept her eyes focused on anything but him. She watched the girls in their short skirts gyrating on muscle-heads who shifted up and down. She knew that this was the life her former inhabitant had wanted. And if Erica wasn't careful, the dead cheerleader would have her wish.
Erica tried unsuccessfully to dislodge herself from her suitor. "I have to go."
The guy leaned forward to shift Erica to her back. "You kissed me. And I think we're just getting started."
Erica turned again and watched two girls in low-cut dresses giggling over their half-filled cups. She wondered if they knew how close they were to extinction. She wondered if they somehow knew that a death from alcohol poisoning or a car accident could turn them into dark souls.
The frat boy was now completely on top of Erica. She hadn't even realized it. She must've been too numb to feel it.
He leaned down, his breath all booze and sweat against her face. "You know, I've got some special talents that you shouldn't ignore."
Erica shifted uncomfortably beneath him. "Like juggling?"
A bead of sweat formed on his unshaven wannabe mustache as he grinned once more. "Kiss me again and you'll find out."
Erica closed her eyes and tried to remember the last time that Ted had asked her to kiss him. She couldn't, so she arched her shoulders off the couch and touched his lips with hers again. He pressed her down into the couch and moved his hands up the front of her shirt.
She grimaced. "No."
His hands reached their target and began to enact what their owner thought was his special talent. "I haven't even started yet."
She tried to press her feet against the couch to move away from him, but now his leverage was too great. "Don't. You'll be sorry."
He kept going. "Just another minute. I swear, you'll be in heaven."
Erica took a firm grasp of his thin fake-silk shirt in her hands. She looked him square in the eyes. "And you'll be in the hospital."
She twisted her hips hard to the left and tossed the boy clear across the room into a cheaply plastered wall. As he landed with a painful-looking thump to the ground, the big-busted girls changed their giggles into screams. The music stopped and Erica got to her feet. She could still feel his odor on her. Erica looked down at the boy who'd been on top of her and saw a red gash start to bleed on his forehead.
She turned her neck from side to side and heard a wet pop in both directions. "No means no."
A taller, lankier frat boy stomped up to her side and began wildly gesticulating. "What the hell are you doing? How can you sucker-punch someone like that?"
Erica gave him some serious side eye, but she quickly realized she was deep in enemy territory. The others in the room had nothing but pity for their friend, and complete ire for the stranger in their midst.
She grinned from ear to ear. "I guess if he'd ripped my shirt off, you would've thrown him a parade."
The gangly wingman took another step and raised his voice to level nine. "You aren't welcome here anymore. I think you should leave."
Erica grinned and crouched low. "I think you should make me."
Before his wounded friend could croak out a warning, the long-armed opponent took a swipe at her. As he reached, Erica grasped his wrist and used his momentum to flip him all the way over her body and straight down into the hardwood. The floor creaked with his weight. Though she was tempted to yank his arm out of the socket, she sensed another attacker behind her. Even with the reaction-slowing substance coursing through her veins, she could tell her next victim was as large as the other two combined. Erica used her foot to slide the skinny one closer to his compatriot.
She turned to see a linebacker of a man who looked like Travis, if her friend had taken steroids from birth. She bounced from side to side on the balls of her feet. "Hey, can you tell me where the weight room is?"
His face was humorless as he rushed her. The alcohol slowed her dodge just enough to keep her from sidestepping the oncoming bear hug. The behemoth of a man lifted Erica a foot into the air and tightened his grip around her back.
The veins pulsed in his thick neck. "Time to leave."
Even though it was difficult for Erica to breathe, she managed a slight smile anyway. "Time to sleep."
She whipped her head back and slammed it hard into the frat boy's forehead. He collapsed like a bag of rocks. Erica looked from across the room for her next challenger, but she saw a friend instead. Jennifer Norris looked mortified as she leaned back against the frame of the front door.
The adrenaline continued to coarse through Erica's body as she sat down in the passenger seat of Jennifer's car. She didn't remember closing the door, but there they were, driving off the main frat street and back onto the highway. It was silent for the first five minutes of the drive, but Erica could sense her friend's growing desire to scold.
Jennifer let out a squeal of frustration. "What were you thinking? Were you thinking at all? You know you could've been arrested, right? If they hadn't been on double probation or whatever–"
"I just wanted to have a good time."
Jennifer shook her head. "Is this going to become a regular thing? Is the old Erica back to stay?"
The former protector wished she had an answer.
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Warm midday sand chafed Natalie's skin from head to toe. Through the blinding sun, she looked up to see a familiar sky. Blinking in the corner of the cloudless expanse above her, she saw the outline of the closing electric blue portal.
She reached for it. "Wait." Her voice was dry and scratchy. "Wait, dammit."
The ground shifted beneath her as if a train were coming. She turned her head to the left, causing the sand on her right cheek to slide down to her neck. She didn't see anything, and that's what made her stomach pinch the most. The ground continued to rumble.
Natalie wanted to get up. She wanted to run, but all of her muscles felt incredibly weak. It reminded her how she felt after Pluric had tortured the crap out of her.
"Good times."
As the sand around her shook harder, she finally mustered up the energy to reach a sitting position. That's when she saw the massive worm's tail leap into her field of vision. Despite her lethargy, the sight was enough to get her up and sprinting in a hurry. The sand whipped at her ankles as she tried unsuccessfully to reach top speed. The terralite was gaining on her, and every cell in her body started to panic.
She cursed beneath her breath. "This is totally… unfair…. I need one of those… damn Star Wars hovercrafts… or something."
While she didn't see any futuristic technology over the horizon, a small city did come into view.
Her eyes lit up. "It won't come in the city. It can't."
Just then, the worm sprung out of the ground right behind her left heel. It let out a terrifying gurgle and sprayed Natalie with the sand from below the surface. She shook the desert debris from her hair and picked up her pace. As the worm leapt into the air, Natalie judged the creature's downward trajectory.
She tensed up her ankles. "Let's hope you can't change directions."
As the worm neared, Natalie waited until the last possible second to put everything she had into a sideways roll. She hurled her body hard to the right, barely avoiding the sharp teeth of the beast above her. The creature dove into the sand, and Natalie got back to standing in a hurry. She took the final few steps into a cobblestoned town. The sounds of the worm grew quieter, and Natalie let herself slow down.
Her lungs worked overtime. "I think from now on, I'm just gonna bait my hooks with cheese."
Pain shot down Natalie's back as something sliced her from the top to the bottom of her spine. She screamed in agony and turned to see the source of the injury. A gruesome and massive troll drooled as he stared into her eyes.
The beast used a gray, bulbous tongue to lick what looked like lips. "Worm was good bait for me."
Natalie skittered away on the stones below. "Your English comprehension skills really have improved."
The troll stomped ahead. "I'd learn more. But hungry now."
Natalie reached into her pocket and found a handful of sand.
"I really think you'd do better with some leafy greens."
The gargantuan creature dashed forward and spread its clawed fingers wide. Natalie tossed the sand right in the troll's face. The creature brought his hands up to his blinded eyes, and Natalie gingerly rolled between its legs. She didn't stop running to see if the ugly beast was following her.
Natalie felt twitchy. Anything could pop out at her from between the buildings she passed. She wasn't sure if she was hyperventilating, having a panic attack, or both, but whatever was going on caused her to collapse on the unforgiving stones below. The hard surface scraped her knees and she could feel the bruises beginning to form. She cursed at herself until she heard something familiar.
"Natalie?"
She looked up and her lips curled into a smile. There was her broad shouldered, meathead boyfriend. Travis had a heroic look on his face and he carried a gun in each thick hand. He walked over to her cautiously, as if he had the same fear of impending attack as she did.
She wrinkled her nose. "I'm not sure if you're pulling off that whole Rambo look."
He either ignored the joke or didn't get it in the first place. Either way, he went down to one knee several feet away from her. She couldn't understand why he didn't come closer.
Travis's face went from confident to regretful in a moment's notice. "I'm sorry, Nat. I can't save you."
Natalie snorted. "What do you mean?"
He didn't have time to answer. The ground gave way directly beneath Natalie and her body dropped through into the abyss. Her stomach shot up to her throat. She reached up for Travis. She reached up for anything, but she knew that this time nothing would save her. She was going to die.
Natalie sat up so hard in bed that she nearly pulled a neck muscle. Her hair and face were drenched in sweat. Her hands shook until she angrily stared them down into steadiness. After a few deep breaths, she rolled out of bed and grabbed the basketball from her shelf. One look at the clock told her it was 4 a.m., but her parents would just have to put up with her dribbling. For all the variations she'd had on that same nightmare in the past three months, the sleeplessness had not affected her game. Sure, she was basically the worst person to be around, but Travis, her teammates, and her other friends didn't seem to mind much.
After half an hour of practice, Natalie reached for her bedside table and pulled her phone away from its charger. The background stared up at her. It was a terrible, way-too-close selfie that Travis had taken and made into her permanent backdrop. She wanted to change it, but she knew that he'd give her crap about it, so she let the unflattering photo stay. She could hardly believe that he'd been such a devoted boyfriend. He attended almost all of her games, including the away ones. He'd jumped through a freakin' portal and tried to save her from an evil army. She knew she didn't deserve him.
Natalie let out a sigh and allowed her finger to scroll down her list of contacts. She clicked on the messenger app and sent a quick text.
"You up?"
"Got back a few hours ago. Can't sleep either. Come over?"
Natalie looked up at her ceiling. She gave her head a little shake and responded. "K."
Sneaking out her bedroom window was the easy part. Getting over the feelings of the dream and the consequences of her actions would be more difficult. It didn't take her long at all to travel the familiar path with the destination that was just a few blocks away. She hesitated briefly at the bottom of the driveway.
I should go home. I should go back to sleep.
But she didn't. She traced the edge of the asphalt with her feet and walked past the side of the house. She climbed up the well-worn siding and knocked on the window. A smile greeted her as the window and screen opened up to accommodate.
Natalie took his hand and stepped over the windowsill.
They sat on the bed facing one another.
"Miss me?"
She growled. "Shut up."
Natalie felt her heart beat fast enough to push away the self-loathing, as she gripped Ted Finley's shirt from the bottom, pulled it over his head, and kissed him square on the mouth.
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Jennifer let the bright pink wedge of sunlight wash across the side of her face. She tried to ignore the fact that she'd been awake the last three hours. She looked over at Erica softly dozing beside her. There'd been dozens of nights like the frat house incident before her friend had perished prematurely, but this was only the third one since the fierce light soul warrior from the other side had taken over her friend's existence. These three drunken escapades had all happened within the last month, and Jennifer wasn't interested in getting used to them.
She rubbed the sleeplessness out of her eyes with her right hand and grabbed a pillow with the left. She lightly tapped her bedmate with the fluffy weapon. Erica rolled away from her with a groan and tucked her face into her forearms.
Let's see if this does any damage.
Jennifer whipped the pillow back and propelled it into her friend's face. Erica instinctively grabbed a pillow and she was about to strike back until she realized the reality of the situation. She had a complex look on her face. Jennifer wasn't sure which was the prevalent emotion: embarrassment, regret, annoyance? Or were they mixed up in the same cocktail blender that got her to this point in the first place?
Erica yawned in a lungful of air and wrinkled her nose. "I'm awake. I'm awake. Enough with the fluffy assault."
Jennifer raised her eyebrows. "I think you could use assault with a much deadlier weapon."
Erica stretched and let out a squeak that was much too cute for someone who could do what she could. "Reprimand me. I deserve it. Just do it a little bit quieter."
Jennifer hopped off the bed and used her adrenaline to carry her into a pacing motion from one end of the room to the other. For all her annoyance, there was a certain power in going back to being the responsible one. "As much as I miss the good old days before super villains and mind control and inter-dimensional travel, keeping you out of trouble isn't something I expected to have to do anymore."
Erica looked like she was about to say something, but the text on Jennifer's phone stole their attention. Jennifer clomped over and pulled up the message.
"Hey Cents, I can't give you a ride today. I've got to do some research on campaign finance. Talk to you later :-)!"
Erica peered in Jennifer's direction. She had a look on her face as if she was in search of the juiciest gossip on the planet. Jennifer hadn't seen that particular look in quite some time. She didn't miss it.
Erica leaned forward. "Trouble in financial paradise?"
Jennifer did everything she could to keep composed. She gingerly placed the device on the bedside table and pasted on a smile that looked more like a grimace. "I see you drunk more often than I see my own boyfriend."
Erica let her snooping look fade into contrition. "I'm sorry, Jen. I really don't know why I'm acting like this. But I appreciate you taking care of me."
Jennifer was done being nice. She did a quick about-face and stared into the powerful yellowing sun. "Taking care of you? You realize that I probably should've been bailing you out of jail, right? Do you even remember almost killing somebody?"
Erica shifted in the bed behind her. "Actually, as I remember it, I almost killed three people." She moved closer to Jennifer. "But in my defense, two out of three of those guys were acting like complete douchebags. So they really had it com–"
"This isn't fair!" Jennifer turned on her heels and stomped towards the dresser. She grabbed out her clothing for the day and stared at her friend. "You came back to help us. And now it's worse than it ever was."
"You're right, Jen. It is worse. And it's because of me." Erica's eyes turned downward. "Now, everybody's in danger."
Jennifer squeezed her shirt with her palm. "If the world is going to end like you say it is, I don't think the pity party is going to help."
Erica lifted her eyes and tried to catch Jennifer's. "When the world does end, I'm just not sure what I'm going to–"
"I know what I'm going to do if the world ends." Jennifer tore her eyes away. "I'm going to keep a good attitude and go to school. If you don't have anything more to contribute, I think you should do the same."
Jennifer stormed into the bathroom and quickly changed into her outfit. She glanced at the mirror and wished the world could return to a less messed-up version of itself. She threw open the door and bent down to grab her backpack.
Erica lowered herself back down to her pillow. "I don't want to hold you up. Why don't you go without me? See you by second period?"
Jennifer answered by firmly slamming the bedroom door behind her.
Jennifer's eyes were so clouded with rage, pre-formed tears and sleeplessness that she barely even noticed the man standing on her doorstep. It was her father. At least it looked like Sheriff Norris, who'd been gunned down in a middle-of-nowhere Pennsylvania farm. In reality, it was someone else entirely. The sheriff held out and opened a white bakery box. The smell of fresh pastries reached Jennifer's nostrils.
"Hey honey, I got you something for breakfast."
Jennifer was all out of politeness. "Not today." She walked toward her car like there was nothing else to do in the world.
The sheriff kept up with her pace for pace. "I've really been trying here, Jen, but you won't let me in. It's pure torture."
Jennifer stopped by the side of the car and dug into her purse. "Torture like the torture your people put my father through when he bled to death?"
Jennifer knew the assertion wasn't completely fair. It wasn't even the dark souls who'd killed her father. It was a living soul gone bad who'd done the deed. Still, after all the pain she'd been through, it felt somewhat rewarding to inflict a little of her own. And that scared her.
The sheriff looked unfazed. "I'm sorry about what happened, but that doesn't stop the fact that I have all of your father's memories. There's a major part of him still inside of me. I remember your birth, Jennifer."
As Jennifer retrieved the keys, they promptly fell through her fingers onto the driveway. She knelt down to recover them. "I'm sure it was a rollicking good time."
The sheriff continued. "I remember the look of pure joy on your face when you rode your first bike without training wheels." He sniffled. "I remember how hard it was to believe that you turned into such a beautiful woman when I saw you in that junior prom dress. Even if you were standing next to Dhiraj, that scoundrel."
Jennifer recovered the keys, clenched them in her fist and jabbed the mass of metal toward the Sheriff.
He hopped back and nearly dropped his pastry box.
Jennifer scowled. "Look, my father is dead. You're not even a carbon copy. You're my enemy, and you're doing nothing but causing me pain."
She turned the key in the lock and opened the door.
Before she could step into the vehicle, the sheriff took her arm in a familiar grip. "You know, Erica and I have a lot in common. We both took over for people who cared about you. I hope that one day you'll accept me like you've accepted her."
Jennifer let her arm linger in his grasp for an extra moment. She wondered what it would feel like to hug him.
"I wouldn't hold my breath." She shut the door behind her with less force than she wanted, buckled herself in, and left the man behind.
Jennifer wished she could shut it all out. She wished the thoughts would just stop coming to her head. It wasn't fair she had to deal with a friend who was sinking back into bad habits, an absentee boyfriend, and an imposter who brought back dormant feelings of love and pain whenever she saw him.
"Anything going to go right today?"
She pulled into the Treasure High student lot and parked the car. As she stepped out, she saw a half-dozen Secret Servicemen standing at attention beside the entrance.
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Travis leaned back against his locker and watched the government goons. There hadn't been any kind of announcement about them walking the school halls, but the appearance of all the President's men made it pretty obvious that they were the new authority figures in town. Over the course of the last eight months or so, the federal government had gone back and forth between ally and enemy so many times that Travis couldn't keep track anymore. He knew that he and the rest of the gang had received pardons from newly reelected President Blake, but experience told him that just because someone said they wouldn't kill you now didn't mean they wouldn't stab you in the back later. It was a definite case-in-point as he watched his fellow football players walk by in a pack. Some gave him a respectful nod, while others, particularly the ones who had been his fellow GHA compatriots, ignored him with a fierce forward stare.
Even with the presence of such Presidential lackeys on hand, Travis couldn't help but focus on Natalie's latest refusal to see him. He pulled out his phone and swiped through the last few dozen texts he'd shared with his feisty basketballer girlfriend. She'd been aloof lately, but then again, she'd been aloof ever since that fateful day they made out during football camp last summer. Besides, it was basketball season, and he knew that Natalie had something to prove, despite having already secured a full ride at Southern Ohio University. While she'd been pounding the hardwood and racking up over 20 points a game, the rest of the gang had been supporting him better than any friends he'd ever had. Jennifer had helped him compile game footage for him to send out to several college football programs. Dhiraj had worked his financial magic to get Travis low-interest financial aid to put him through his first two years, even if he didn't get a single dime from a major football program. While Ted didn't seem to be all-in on a friendship, Travis could understand how difficult it is to be buddies with your ex's new boyfriend.
Travis looked everywhere for Natalie before, during, and after homeroom, but she was MIA. Just when he was about to call her, he felt the phone vibrate in his hands. The familiar area code made his mouth go slack. His first period teacher excused him from the room, and Travis excitedly hit the receive button.
"Hello. This is Travis."
A gruff voice answered on the other line. "Aren't you supposed to be in class, young man?"
Travis could hear the stifled laugh in the SOU coach's voice. He'd know that Midwestern accent anywhere. During a visit to campus with Natalie, his girlfriend had set up an impromptu workout with the coach. While she'd been the one to orchestrate the audition, which a lesser man might see as a handout, Travis knew the opportunity was all his. He ran the fastest 40-yard dash of his life. The coach later told him it was the second fastest time on the entire team. The way the man had said "team" made Travis hopeful.
He felt giddy. "Of course, sir. I only asked for permission out of my advance level Calculus V exam after I saw it was you calling."
The coach let his held back laughter out in a burst. "Travis, you have to work on that crap you're feeding me, but I'd like to offer you a full scholarship to SOU."
Travis internally freaked out. His stomach swelled with butterflies, and he felt like his throat would never let oxygen pass through it again. It took one more breath to recover.
He'd never smiled that wide in his life. "I'd be honored, sir. Thank you."
The coach beamed over the line. "I look forward to seeing you in the fall, Son. Now why don't you get back to that remedial Phys. Ed class you're failing?"
Travis could barely contain it. Life was finally going in the right direction.
"Yes, Sir! There's more where that 40 came from!"
"Get to class, bonehead."
The coach hung up, and Travis immediately dialed Natalie's number. His feet bounced up and down as the call went to voicemail.
His face started to hurt from such a stretched out smile. "Alright, girlie. Wherever you are, you better call me back. I just got the biggest offer of my–"
Travis lost his train of thought as he watched two students enter the building tardy. It was easy to recognize Natalie from the way she almost had to duck to get in through the glass doorway. Walking next to her was someone Travis needed to squint to fully recognize. Standing tall and confident was superhero Ted Finley. Travis' stomach fell through the floor. Ted and Natalie didn't see him as their hands brushed on the way into the building.
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Vella licked her cracked lips as a small sliver of light slipped through a slit in the wall. Unlike the windows in her house in the village, which had flooded her with painful morning brightness, her small window here into the outside world made it nearly impossible to tell how early or late it was. At least she knew it wasn't the dead of night. That's when the nightmares came. That's when the images of her mother started to surface.
Now, like most times of the day, Vella wanted to call out for her mother. After several months of living like this, she no longer had the momentary pause when she couldn't remember where she was or how far away her caretaker could be. Even though she'd seen the execution with her own eyes, she still believed her mother was alive. Vella stretched her legs as she eased herself off the stone slab that functioned as her bed. As the balls of her feet connected with the hard surface below, she still felt like dancing.
They hadn't been able to take that from her, because it was never theirs to get. As much as the guards would tell her she had nothing to dream for, Vella's imagination remained strong. Perhaps now it was stronger than ever. She didn't need to imagine the day of her mother's supposed death. Originally, she was placed directly in front of the hanging, but at the last second she was moved much closer to the rear. As a result, through all the shouting and the shoving, through the musty odors and the constant murmuring, she never got a direct view of the moment everyone told her was pure fact.
I don't like facts.
When her stomach growled, she growled back. "Don't you know the food doesn't come for another five minutes? Silly tummy."
After performing for a few moments and engaging in conversation with a crusty part of the wall that looked like a face, she looked down and stared at the opening on the bottom third of her prison-cell door. The food she waited for every morning certainly wasn't a five-star meal, but you wouldn't know that from the way she slurped it up, imagining that every bite was a new and unusual delicacy from a far-off world.
One time, when she said the word "delicious" far too loudly, one guard screamed through the wall to give the food back. Vella assumed the man had to taste the food that sounded so much better than his typical morning meal. The groan through the door was audible before he passed the mushy brown substance back.
"More for me," she'd said.
The creak of the door's hinges shocked her from her imagination and memory. It was rare to see the hallway, and in her mind she saw a brightly glowing portal like the one she'd spied high above her village, the gateway that had started her big adventure in the first place. Two guards entered, and Vella saw the men as giant, snarling Lychos.
She hid her trembling as best she could. "I'm sorry. I wasn't expecting guests."
When one of the hulking guards smiled, his partner gave him a sharp elbow in the side.
The grinning gatekeeper's face turned to stone. "We're supposed to bring you to him."
Vella straightened her drab, gray dress, which felt rough against her skin. She pictured it as a silken, flowing ballgown.
She gripped her breakfast tray. "Do you think he'd want some of my seven-layer cake?"
The looser of the two guards smiled again. "I wish I had your brand of crazy, kid. Come on."
Vella had seen more and more guards looking happy the longer she'd been in captivity. She wondered if it had something do with her. Or maybe it was that word people kept talking about in hushed tones: peace.
Peace sounds nice. Almost as good as cake.
Her legs were light as they glided out of the cell. After all, they were on their way to see Vella's best friend in the world. She knew to keep her happiness to herself, as grinning tended to get her smacked on the back or neck. She kept her mouth neutral and let her body do the smiling. She prepared herself to be extremely polite, as her mother would've wanted.
They halted before a door that was somehow even too tall for the wolf-like guards. She watched them struggle to open it, and as they did, she gawked at the ornate throne room. A man in his finest military clothes, which Vella would only improve upon by adding a flowing red cape, hopped off his throne and walked quickly to intercept them.
She couldn't stifle her smile any longer. She knew this would be the day he'd finally tell the truth. The truth about her mother. The truth about who he really was.
The shiny military man knelt down beside her. Vella made her best attempt at a curtsy.
"Good morning, Vella."
"Good morning, General Ted."
The man shook his head and turned his eyes downward before he glanced up at the two guards who brought her in. "You're dismissed."
The sentries, who still seemed to be walking on paws in Vella's mind, padded away and shut the doors behind them.
General Ted looked down at Vella in a way that made her shift uncomfortably. "Vella, I told you that I'm the General. Not Ted. Not General Ted. I'm not who you think I am."
Vella winked and danced away from him. "It's okay. I won't tell anyone your secret."
The General grabbed Vella's shirt and tightened his grasp until her lungs felt constricted. "I don't have much patience for you today, girl. I have very important meetings."
Vella could barely get words out, but she somehow kept the smile on her face. "Starting with me, right? I'm the most important meeting."
General Ted loosened his grip slightly and let a smile paint his lips. "I think some of my men could learn from you. Children are absolutely fearless."
He let Vella go and walked away from her.
She followed close behind. "My mother always taught me that showing fear is like showing blood to a Lychos."
The General slowed down ever so slightly to let Vella catch up. "Your mother was a smart woman, but it wasn't enough to save her."
Vella didn't let the pinprick of doubt faze her. She puffed out her chest like a military man might. "I know she's alive. Daughters can feel things about their mothers."
The General reached the side of his throne and leaned a heavy hand on one side. "I worry about you, Vella. I worry you aren't adjusting well to a new world. A world without your mother."
Vella crossed her arms. She would rather be eating seven-layer cake than having this conversation. "How about your mother on Earth, General Ted? What was she like?"
Before the General could answer, the throne room door opened with a mighty groan. Vella recognized the man people called "the torturer" immediately. She'd always seen Pluric as a dirty, greasy rat. She could even hear the scratching of his claws against the stone floor.
The rat had nothing but disdain for Vella, and aside from a glimmer of hatred, he ignored her presence. "General, if you're almost done with your humanitarian mission, we need to talk about food rations for the villages."
Vella wondered if the villagers would get cake like she had. "Can my village get the food first?"
The sound of a rope snapping caught Vella's ears, as a close up view of her mother's execution took over her mind. Even shutting her eyes couldn't prevent Vella from seeing the color drain out of her mother's face as the oxygen left her body. Vella's arms twitched as her mother kicked her feet. First, the left one; then the right. Tears formed in Vella's eyes as she crouched down on her knees. The salt water struck her hands, and she wasn't sure how much more of the image she could stand when General Ted shouted louder than she knew possible.
"Pluric, that's enough!"
The image of her mother slipped from her mind like sand passing between her fingers. The pain remained. Through her watery eyes, she saw the rat grinning.
Pluric clicked his tongue. "Some say the best way to get over death is to face it head on."
The General gripped the rat's shoulder, and not in a friendly way. "You're dismissed. Remind me not to recommend you as a therapist."
Pluric nodded and let his eyes sink deep into Vella's, like a snake injecting poison. As he left, Vella pictured his tail swinging from left to right like her mother's limp body had in the implanted image.
General Ted cleared his throat. "I'm sorry. How about we go for a walk?"
Vella swallowed the remaining tears and nodded.
They took a long walk around various parts of the compound. General Ted stopped to talk to a dozen important-looking people along the way. Vella didn't even need to imagine much during their journey because there was so much to see. She watched a dozen blacksmiths forging red-hot weapons. She saw troops training in one-on-one combat that caused them to grunt like trolls. They even passed by a room with a portal like the one she'd seen in the sky.
A line of sickly-looking farmers stripped down to their underwear led into the room. They appeared to be waiting to go through the portal. She wondered what magical things lay on the other side of the gateway. She'd gone through half a dozen possibilities before she realized that General Ted was by her side, looking at the portal as well.
"It sure is something, Vella."
Vella's eyes were saucers. "Where do they go?"
The General seemed just as mesmerized by the portal as she was. "Somewhere else. Under the terms of the peace, we send our hungriest people to a better life."
Vella let herself lean against General Ted, and he didn't recoil like he had so many times in the past few months. "What does peace mean?"
General Ted seemed very far away. "It means a chance to live for all the dark souls."
Vella knew this was her opportunity. She concentrated all her courage into uttering the exact right words. "Do you miss Natalie?"
"I do."
Vella cheered, shaking General Ted out of his stupor. It took several seconds for the man to realize what he'd said that made her so elated. He tucked his chin and looked down at her.
His voice dropped a bit lower. "I don't know why I answered like that."
"I know why." Vella's grin was back to full force. "Because you're not the General, dummy."
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Erica sleepwalked through the first half of the school day. She felt like a shuffling zombie and wondered if this was like the old Erica's life had been. Purposeless. Hollow. Painful. She wasn't even looking forward to lunch, when she'd have her opportunity to spend time with Ted and their friends.
Why do I even need friends, when the world is screwed?
Throughout the last three months, she'd spent a significant amount of time on news websites looking for gruesome injuries that later become miraculous recoveries. She'd found dozens of stories in more languages than she could count. These spine-snapping boat accidents or seven-story falls weren't acts of God as the reporters so often described. She knew exactly what they were. They were the work of dark souls taking over for human lives that had been extinguished, and those dark souls had much more purpose than she did. They were spreading out across the globe for a reason.
Erica passed by the repaired auditorium and the bright, shiny entrance to the school. About a year ago, Sheriff Norris had driven his truck through the building and into a bewildered attacker. Now, the lawman was a dark soul, and she wasn't so sure she'd get out of the way of his truck. Erica contemplated death almost daily. She knew she could do much more to help the cause with Gan and Reena. They'd have something for her to do, even if the unthinkable had happened during her watch.
They'd still want me. Wouldn't they?
Erica had enough doubt about that answer to keep her current life, no matter how useless she felt. She eyed two Secret Servicemen who guarded the entrance to the cafeteria. She wondered if she could still take them out before they drew their weapons, even in her hungover state. At least the assault would give her something to do.
Erica passed by them without a moment of hesitation and sat in her typical seat across from Ted and next to the rest of the gang. Jennifer barely even glanced her way, but she didn't seem all that interested in what Dhiraj had to say, either. Natalie looked down at her food in lieu of speaking with Travis, who didn't appear to have much of an appetite, either. Nobody looked particularly happy to be there. Ted was the last to arrive, and he was all smiles.
He raised his eyebrows at Erica. She attempted not to notice, and he grinned as if her efforts hadn't been intentional. "Missed you in Philly. Really could've used you out there."
Erica unwrapped her sandwich slowly, as if it required every last bit of concentration. "Really? Seems like you did a pretty bang-up job of things on your own."
Out of the corner of her eye, she could tell Ted didn't appreciate her lack of attention. He continued to wear the smile. She had the faint impression he was reading her mind. By this point, she'd nearly gotten over the creepiness of it.
Erica waited for some kind of reaction from the treasure of Treasure. This was the third time she'd played loose and fast with their relationship, knowing very well that he could look through every detail as if she'd live-blogged the whole thing. He'd said nothing the first two times around, and even though this had been the first actual kiss since her passive effort to get his attention, all he did was momentarily pause his smile.
He turned his attention back to the table at large. "Enough talking. More munching."
Erica had a pressing desire to grab her boyfriend's head and shock him into submission. Maybe that would finally tell her what was going on inside. She used to know what he was thinking just by looking him in the eyes, but ever since he returned from the Realm of Souls, most trips into his eyes brought her nowhere fast.
Erica ate her sandwich, keeping her own eyes mostly to herself. She continued to notice the increasingly distant dynamic. Jennifer's legs were crossed away from Dhiraj, as he jabbered on about something related to an election night party. Travis looked like he was ready to burst without Natalie's attention, but she didn't seem to want to give him the time of day.
What's going on with her? What's going on with all of us?
Ted cleared his throat, and everybody looked in his direction. "So, you're probably wondering why there's a Secret Service detail here today."
Natalie grumbled. "No, we weren't. But I'm guessing you're gonna tell us anyway."
Erica tried to share in the snark, but her efforts to smile in her friend's direction were met with a quick feint from eye contract. She shrugged internally.
Ted sighed. "If nobody wants to know...."
Jennifer groaned. "Just tell us. You don't have to make it a thing."
Dhiraj put his arm on his girlfriend's shoulder. "Come on. He's just excited."
Jennifer shrugged off Dhiraj's arm. "Excuse me if I don't share the same enthusiasm. Most of the time we deal with excitement, it ends in kidnapping, monsters, or kidnapping monsters."
Erica tried to grin in Jennifer's direction as well. Likewise, she was met with a quick glance and an even faster turn away.
I guess I'm the most popular person in the world today.
Ted started a little drum roll on the tabletop and Dhiraj followed. "I'm meeting with President Blake today!"
Erica looked away as the frustration bubbled up inside. She turned and glared in Ted's direction. "Why didn't you tell me about this first? I would've told you that it's a bad idea."
Dhiraj leaned forward. "Maybe that's why he didn't tell you."
Ted chuckled until he could see that Erica didn't find things very funny. "I'm sorry, babe. He asked to meet with me and it seemed really important."
"You don't train. You shoot someone like it's nothing. And then you trust him." Erica looked around the table. She couldn't believe how little Ted's news seemed to affect them. "Guys, this is President Blake we're talking about. You know, the guy who kidnapped Natalie, firebombed Ted's house, and tried to frame it on her!"
Despite the best effort of her probing eyes, she couldn't get Natalie to look up or get involved in the conversation.
Travis spoke up. "Technically that wasn't Blake. It was my… former boss."
Erica scoffed. "But Blake's the one who funded it. He must've approved the plan."
Nobody seemed to care. She couldn't believe that nobody seemed to care.
Jennifer bit her lip. "Compared to Kable, Blake is a cupcake."
Erica forced Jennifer to look her way with a glare strong enough to hypnotize. "Just because one cupcake is less rotten than another doesn't mean you should eat it."
Dhiraj laughed to himself. "These metaphors are making me hungry."
As Ted, Natalie, and Jennifer laughed, Erica stood up and slammed her tray into Ted's. His milk tipped over and filled the tray with liquid. "All of you should know better than to trust someone like that. You're all acting like disaffected idiots."
Ted looked straight at Erica, ignoring the milk-soaked lunch. "It's fine. I'm going to be okay."
Erica felt something tugging at her. She didn't know what it was, but it seemed to calm her rage momentarily. She shook it off, refusing to let his words sooth her.
Erica stepped away from the table. "I lost my appetite. Don't say I didn't warn you!"
She stormed past the Secret Servicemen so quickly that she saw one of them instinctively reach for his gun. She didn't look back to see if he'd withdrawn his shooting hand as she pushed open the doors that led outside. Erica breathed heavily as the midday sun warmed her temples. She put her hands on her knees.
"They're all against me. I've got nothing. I've got nobody."
She wanted to scream, but in the midst of her fear and anger, a moment of clarity swept over her. She looked back at the door to see if Ted or the others had followed her. Erica was almost glad they hadn't.
"You know, there's nothing wrong with being a solo act."
Sneaking away from campus was easier than she thought, even with the Secret Servicemen stationed at most conceivable exits. Fifteen minutes later, she was knocking on the re-creation of a familiar door. When it opened, Sheriff Norris stood before her with a bewildered look.
He did a double take when he saw her. "Erica? Aren't you supposed to be in school?"
She smirked. "Aren't you supposed to be dead?"
The sheriff's face twitched. "Touché. But what are you doing here?"
Erica blew past him into the copy of Jennifer's old foyer. The sheriff shut the door behind them.
She took in a deep breath. "I want you to tell me who you really are and why you were chosen. I want to know why you're here, and I want to know now."
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The General glided across the freshly waxed laminate, surrounded by Secret Servicemen in the Treasure High hallway. He looked left and right at the guards. They were nearly as dedicated as Pluric and the other dark soul troops. He kept the laugh to himself at the fanfare of his impending Presidential meeting. He knew from Ted Finley's memories that the boy wonder would be completely uncomfortable in such a situation. The teen used to squirm through these hallways, even after he was granted the incredible abilities of the living soul. The fate of multiple worlds had been placed into the hands of a child who was barely able to hold a five-second conversation with a member of the opposite sex. To the General, it was all pretty hilarious.
Still, he couldn't help but take a certain pride in being the center of attention in the festering petri dish that was a high school ecosystem. Being around all these children who assumed he was one of them gave him a strange feeling of regression. He wanted to maim them for it. That's what he would've done on the Realm of Souls, but he couldn't openly flay their skin here. At least, not yet. For the moment, he'd have to get his kicks from tearing apart Ted and Erica's lives from the inside.
He walked past two guards and into a room that brought back memories of an English class taught by a mindreader. He did his best to assume his nervous Ted Finley persona when the guards patted him down from head to toe.
"You aren't even going to take me to dinner first?"
One of the guards let out a huff and pulled his hands back. "Clean. You think we haven't heard that one before?"
The General produced an impish grin. "Maybe you wouldn't if you didn't feel up so many superhero groins."
The guard shook his head. "You're hilarious. Just sit down."
The General walked over to the front row and took his place in the center. Ted Finley never would've taken such a spot for fear of looking like a nerd. The General could hardly believe that a person with such self-consciousness could've caused him any trouble at all. He tapped his fingers on the desk for what seemed like hours, until the door opened once again to reveal the Commander-in-Chief. President Blake was tall and strong. He had that action hero and authority figure vibe that probably helped him win the highest office in the land.
How easy it would be to snap his neck.
Blake walked with a regal gait toward the General's desk. The dark soul who looked like Ted Finley stood up and grasped the President's hand.
Blake's grip was firm. "Mr. Finley. It's an honor."
The General did his best to play nervous. "I… you're… taller in person."
Blake smiled, but there was something to the outward sign of kindness. "It's the podiums. They really build them too high these days. Mind if I sit?"
The General shrugged as the powerful man sat beside him.
Blake chuckled as he pulled the chair into his desk. "It's been decades since I sat at one of these." His eyes narrowed as they focused on the General's irises. "How long has it been since you took over for Ted?"
The General hadn't smiled so big since he'd been on Earth. "Very nice, Mr. President. Maybe I stumped for the wrong candidate."
The General shook off all pretense, leaning back comfortably in his chair and crossing one leg over the other. His heart began to beat faster in anticipation. "If you really know who I am, then why aren't you terrified?"
The President remained stoic. It likely wasn't the first time he'd been threatened, but it may have been the one where he was in the most danger.
President Blake leaned forward. "General, can I call you General?"
The dark soul was beginning to like this. It'd been too long since he'd gotten to play a game.
He settled into a relaxed position. "You may."
Blake took in a long, slow breath. "Tapping the phones of Ted and his friends got us a lot of information. The problem is, we aren't really allowed to do that sort of thing."
The General laughed. "Men like you and I aren't concerned about rules. We care about power." He shifted one leg down and crossed the other. "But I promise I won't tell your secret if you don't tell mine."
That's when something surprising happened. The President cracked a smile. "I wouldn't dream of it. See, I know what you're doing, and I'd like to be a part of it."
No spider ever had it easier.
The General clicked his tongue. "How interesting. I usually have a more formal process for submitting proposals, but given the circumstance, I'm happy to hear you out, Mr. President."
The President gave a wave of his hand and all the Secret Servicemen left the room. He lowered his voice to a low tone. "There's an important Summit coming up next week at the White House. All the major world leaders will be there."
The General affected a nonchalant demeanor. "I've heard of that. We actually talked about it in government class. Some important trade agree–"
"Nobody cares about the agreement. Least of all me." Blake ran his hands through his hair. "What I care about is the same thing as you." He let the words hang in the air for a moment. "Control. I want us to work together. I nearly lost the Presidency, and I won't let it happen again."
The General sat up straighter and presented to look pensive, as if he hadn't figured all this out from the beginning. "An interesting idea. Am I right to say that if you know what I'm up to, you have surveillance on all known 'replacements'?"
The President's light shift in posture was enough to tell the General what he wanted to know. Blake nodded ever so slightly. "From our latest estimate, we have eyes and ears on approximately 95 percent of your troops throughout the world."
The General's eyes brightened. "That's better than I anticipated. If you share all that information with me, I'd be happy to help you with your control problem." The General leaned in to whisper in the President's ear. "Tell me exactly what you want me to do."
The President tried to seem comfortable with the General's proximity. He wasn't very successful. "You're already replacing the dead. At the Summit, I want you to pick and choose the next people to die." Blake's voice became steadier. "With the new leaders loyal to us, we'll have all the control we'll ever need."
The General let Blake's words sit in the air for a few uncomfortable moments. He pulled away and held the leader's gaze. "Mr. President, I think we have a deal."
Later that afternoon, after ignoring half a dozen texts from Dhiraj and one phone call from Natalie, the General sat on the edge of Ted's bed. He never tired of his plans going so smoothly, but now came the hard part. He pulled the box out from under the mattress that was falsely labeled "yearbooks." When he cracked the top, five well-worn tomes stared up at him. He laid them out neatly on the bed with gloved hands. He removed the protection slowly and braced himself for the impact.
All power has to come from somewhere.
The General placed his full palm on the first page of the leftmost book. Unimaginable pain shot through his body. His eyes watered and his throat constricted so tight, it felt like he'd swallowed a dozen razor blades. He had no idea just how much time had passed when the sensation subsided. He caught a trickle of blood from his nose, just before it left on mark on his sheets. The General looked at the crimson droplets as they spread across the lines on his palm.
"Blood for blood, Ted Finley." He closed his fingers in a tight fist. "Blood for blood."
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Natalie's shoes pounded against the hardwood as she ran around a screen and caught the ball at the top of the three-point line. Sweat trickled down her neck onto her jersey as she faked going inside with her shoulder. She watched all five players on the other team move in sync toward the rim. She laughed out loud and stepped back for the wide-open three-point shot. As the ball easily swished through the net, she looked back at her defender to see the girl's will snap. She high-fived her teammate Elle, and got a slap on the butt in return.
She'd nearly killed the freshman the first time the girl had done that during a game, but Natalie had come to realize that some people just can't change. For better or worse. Natalie retreated back to the other side of the court and got set in her defensive stance when she heard the loud explosion above. Even though the noise had set her heart beating like a jackhammer, she knew that it was best to ignore the hallucination. She'd had her sanity questioned enough this season, and every time she flinched, it gave her coach one more reason to take her out of the game.
It isn't real.
Natalie kept her eyes trained on her mark, a particularly gangly girl who'd been made the team's center because of her height, not her upper body strength. Natalie watched the girl's hips to tell which direction she was headed, when nearly all the lights seemed to go out in the building. A spotlight shined down from above. She let her eyes dart up for one second before returning to the center's hips. In one glance, she knew madness was still part of her life.
The hallucinatory explosion above had created a jagged skylight. And through the gaping wound in the ceiling, Natalie could see one of the light soul warplanes flying by, its floodlight trained upon her. As soon as her flat-footed target caught the ball, Natalie reached in and nearly stole it straight off. In the process she trapped the girl far in the corner of the court. Natalie could feel the fear emanating from the girl's pores. She ignored the fact that the girl's trepidation seemed just as real as the sound of the ship's engine overhead.
Natalie's opponent threw an ill-fated pass across the court, which Elle easily intercepted. She was far too fast to be caught, and easily went all the way to the basket for an uncontested layup. As Natalie pumped her fist, an illusionary bomb fell through the hole in the ceiling. Natalie kept her eyes away as the weapon detonated and seemingly took out an entire section of the bleachers. She knew the sounds of screaming and agony were only in her mind. She wished for once that the phrase "matter over mind" was a thing.
Natalie pulled her now sweat-drenched uniform away from her skin to give it some air. Dizziness came over her, but she wasn't about to tell her coach that. She clapped her hands together hard and moved back into position.
Pull it together, Dormer.
She shut her eyes tight, and when she opened them she saw that the bleachers were still intact. There was no ridiculous hole in the ceiling. There weren't any warships overhead. But there was one thing she saw that still upset her. While every other pair of eyes in the stadium were trained on the ball and the action, one set looked straight at her. It was Travis. He'd seen the entire mental episode, and he knew exactly what was going on in her head.
Despite a refreshingly cold shower, Natalie continued to sweat an hour after the victory. She took another gulp from her water bottle as she entered the nearly empty parking lot. Leaning against her vehicle was her boyfriend. Travis was as gorgeous as he was the day she'd fallen for him. Even with only the light from the nearby baseball field to illuminate him, she could still see the sharp jaw and the well-defined arms that brought her to him in the first place. But he wasn't there to hold her or to let her have her way with him. She could see the scolding in his eyes. She considered walking home, but decided to face the music.
Natalie stopped a few feet away from the vehicle. "You know when I blocked that ball into the second level of the bleachers?"
Travis looked like he didn't want to play this game, but he did anyway. "Yeah?"
"I was thinking of your head."
Travis flared his nostrils. "Funny."
They stood in silence for a few moments before Travis took a step toward her. "Is it getting worse?"
Natalie turned away from him and opened the trunk with her key fob. "Nothing I can't handle."
As she tossed her duffel into the car, Travis stepped up beside her. "I don't think you should white-knuckle this, Nat. It's not normal to see all that crap every waking second."
Natalie slammed the trunk and once again spun away from her boyfriend. "If I wanted a lecture, I would've gone to first period."
As she turned back to face Travis, she noticed something in his eyes. She felt herself beginning to sweat harder.
Travis held up his hands. "Okay. Okay. You don't want a lecture, so maybe, since you never returned my call, I should finally tell you the good news."
Natalie didn't know there could be such a thing as good news in the midst of such crap.
She did her best to light her eyes and smile. "You're finally getting those pectoral implants?"
Travis crossed the gap between them and put his hand around her back. "Nat, I got into SOU. I'm going to be on the team."
He leaned in to kiss her, and the guilt flooded through her.
She hid it well. "Oh my gosh, Travis. That's amazing!"
Travis pulled her in tight for a hug. "I couldn't have done it without you. I can't believe we get to go to the same school."
Over Travis' shoulder, Natalie let her face relax into its true form. She didn't know how much longer she could keep up the lie.
She pulled her face into shape. "You did it yourself. I didn't make your legs run that 40."
Travis raised his eyebrows like he was about to make a dirty joke, but he must've learned his lesson from the last time she slapped him. "There's nothing more I want to do than celebrate with you. Burger and a movie?"
Natalie let her shoulders slump. "I'm drained, Travis. I'm gonna fall asleep the second I get out of this car."
Travis lifted her in the air and spun her. "Come on. You've been blowing me off all week. And I know you could go another two games, crazy war hallucinations or not."
Natalie attempted to look even more tired. "I swear, on my hallucinatory grave, that we'll celebrate this weekend."
Travis tried on puppy dog eyes, but he only exceeded in looking like a sniveling bulldog. "But we're young and stupid. Shouldn't we be youthful and crazy?"
Natalie patted him twice on the shoulder. "You can be as youthful and crazy as you want. I'm going to bed." She put her hand under his chin. "I'll let you listen to the dumb classic rock station all the way to your house."
Travis frowned one last time and walked around to the passenger side door.
Hours after Travis said goodnight, Natalie padded along the familiar grassy backyard. She didn't know what it was that held her there, but every time she reached the back of the house, she thought a little bit less of herself. Before she could put her leg into the first foothold of the aluminum siding, Natalie felt herself float into the air. Her body relaxed as she completely gave up control.
She closed her eyes until her feet were firmly planted on Ted's blue carpet. When she opened them, she didn't see the same old Ted: the nerd who had won her heart several years earlier. Now he was a warrior like she was. She didn't know why she wanted him so badly. He placed his hands in the exact same spot where Travis had earlier that night.
His fingers reached the lower part of her back and he pulled her closer. "Nobody can hear your thoughts like I can, and nobody understands what we've been through. Not Erica. Not Travis. It's perfectly natural."
Natalie turned her head away. "Then why does being here make me feel so bad?"
As Ted pressed his lips into her neck, she felt a shiver all the way down to her toes. She put her hand around his shoulders pulled him closer. "How do I stop feeling like the worst person alive?"
Ted pulled his mouth away from her skin. "Let go. Let everything go, and let me give you what you deserve."
Natalie let out a breath as Ted went back to kissing her neck and lower ear. Natalie threw her head back and tried to concentrate on nothing but his lips against her body. She felt great and horrible. Full and empty the same time.
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Sheriff Norris smelled the thick, stale, greasy air of the pizza parlor two towns over. He tapped his fingers on the tarp tablecloth until they became coated in leftover Parmesan and oregano. He wiped his hand on his pants. It seemed like just yesterday that his previous inhabitant was sitting in a stupor across from Erica LaPlante in that very same restaurant. There was no question this was a dive: a rundown place of refuge for truckers and Jersey Shore vacationers on their way elsewhere. Compared to the places he ate in the Realm of Souls, however, this restaurant was a palace.
And here I am. Alone.
Sheriff Norris had been told his new life on Earth would be incredible. He could be a loving father again. Only, he didn't know his daughter would reject him outright. He might've made it work if Erica hadn't been in the picture, but now he was covertly meeting her without his daughter's knowledge. He didn't have many other options.
As the bells on the top of the front door rang, Sheriff Norris looked to his left to see Erica enter. A khaki baseball cap obscured most of her hair, aside from a medium-length ponytail leading out the back. A hoodie two sizes too large obscured her figure. While he watched her place an order at the counter and head his way, he couldn't help but flash back to a memory of his prior inhabitant driving his truck through the front of the school toward the dark soul as Erica leapt high above the impact. He recalled her rescue attempt of Ted and Natalie from a portal as he took a bullet from the mind-controlled DHS agent. He even flashed back to the long-ago day when he held Erica's hair back after she'd had far too much to drink. The sheriff knew that none of it had happened to him directly, but his heart ached just the same.
Erica sat across from him, placing a translucent paper plate and a slice of pepperoni pizza on the table. She looked up at him. Erica still eyed the sheriff like an enemy. Like a person who had taken all the good away from her. It took everything within the sheriff not to cower. If she wanted him dead, it probably wouldn't take long to accomplish.
Erica's lip curled into a near-snarl. "Stop looking at me like a dad."
Sheriff Norris pushed the glass condiment shakers closer to Erica's plate. "I was a dad before anyone put me in this body."
Erica looked away and seemed to think of things far beyond the walls of a pizza joint. "I don't care."
Sheriff Norris pressed his lips together. "I lost one of them to starvation. The other was a soldier. He died in the air strike that rescued Ted a few months back."
Erica turned her attention ahead. She could've burned holes in the sheriff's skull. "I didn't ask for your sob story. I'm not auditioning you for a reality TV show."
The sheriff leaned back and looked at the ceiling. "You wanted to know why I was chosen." He looked back at the teenage protector. "It was a consolation. I'd lost my sons. I wasn't contributing enough. My farm could barely feed the foster kids I'd taken in, let alone myself."
Erica absently picked up her pizza and took a bite. Her eyes finally seemed to tell him to keep talking.
"It seemed random at the time. I assumed I was being put to death when they took me. It wasn't until we got on the ship that they told us."
Erica wiped some grease from the corner of her mouth. She crumpled the napkin and balled up her fist. "And what mission did they give you?"
The Sheriff thought back to the massive auditorium. Despite the size of the chamber, there was hardly any oxygen to be had. It was packed from wall to wall, and he heard they were only the second group out of five that day. He didn't have a good seat, but he could still feel the menace of Pluric, the General's second-in-command, even in the nosebleed section. He wondered what the mind-reading torturer would do with him if he saw him meeting with Erica LaPlante.
The Sheriff leaned on his elbows. "I need certain assurances. If I'm going to share information with you, I need to know you'll do everything in your power to get Jennifer to listen–"
Erica held up her hand. "I'm going to talk to her. It may take some time."
He nodded. "I know. I know. But I could get killed for talking to you."
Erica relaxed her face. "You could get killed for not talking."
Sheriff Norris felt his stomach tense. His enhanced strength and speed might get him out the front door, but he wasn't a fighter. He had the old sheriff's skills in his muscle memory, but farming didn't provide much training on hand-to-hand combat. He wouldn't make it out of the parking lot.
"They didn't say much before we went through the portal. They gave us some tips on blending in. Pretending we had amnesia until we got our bearings. I think you're familiar with that bit."
She almost cracked a smile but remained firm in her neutrality. "Mm-hmm."
He tapped absently on his pant leg. "After briefing us, they said to await further instructions."
Erica nodded slowly. "And what have the instructions been?"
The sheriff wiped some sweat from his brow. "There's been nothing. In three months, not a word from the other side. Maybe they forgot about us."
Erica rolled her eyes. "Sure. That's incredibly likely."
"Look, I told you everything I know. And if I get anything else, I'll definitely tell you." He blinked back a tear. "Now, will you promise that you'll get her to talk to me? I've already lost two children. I don't want to lose–"
"She's not your daughter."
The sheriff gritted his teeth. "Just like Ted Finley wasn't your childhood best friend."
Judging by the narrowing of her eyes, Erica didn't seem to appreciate his retort. "I'll do everything I can for you."
The sheriff pounded the table with a closed fist. "I want her to move in with me!"
Several restaurant patrons looked over at the display of anger.
Erica spoke in hushed tones. "She saw you die. I can't erase that memory."
The sheriff lifted his chin. "Actually, you can." He stood up. "And if you want any more information, you better start thinking about what you're willing to do to get it."
Sheriff Norris wasn't sure if she'd let him leave with the upper hand, but he walked out the front door anyway. When several seconds went by without an attack from behind, he knew he was in the clear. For now.
As he drove home, he knew that wiping Jennifer's memory wasn't what he truly wanted. He wanted her to look at him and see her father, but he didn't imagine there was much chance of that. Was it better to force someone to love you or to live your days out in loneliness? He wished he'd never gotten on that ship. Even farming dry, withered crops beat this inner torment.
When he returned home, Sheriff Norris noticed the familiar hum of the TV.
I never even watch that thing.
It took a few moments to find the remote, and once he did he hit the power button. Nothing changed, and the white noise grew louder. Several more attempts sent the sheriff looking for batteries, until the TV started speaking to him.
"Hello, ladies and gentlemen." A picture appeared on the screen. It was a face the sheriff would know anywhere. "This is your General speaking."
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In the several days since the General had his slip-up with Vella, the world had been an on-and-off blur for the dark soul commander. As a servant poured him tea and Pluric droned on about something dry as sand, he wondered why he would say he missed Natalie Dormer. He tried to convince himself that he'd simply misheard the little girl, but that didn't change the fact that he was telling the truth. When he pictured the human who'd infiltrated his castle walls with a group of unfortunate rebels, he thought of her as someone he wanted to see. Someone he cared about. And it frightened him.
"So, you're in agreement. We should kill the little girl by sundown?"
The General nearly spit out his tea. "What?!"
Pluric let out a nasal laugh. "I knew that would get your attention. She's a blind spot for you, General. It really would be better if we dispensed with her before word gets around that you've lost your edge."
The General placed his mug safely on the table. "I'm an army commander during peacetime, Pluric. Won't the people get uppity if I don't lose my edge? Keeping Vella alive is a show of unity."
Pluric shook his head. "I think it's more like weakness."
The servant gave the General a smile of solidarity. The General returned it. "Pluric, I think you're just mad that you haven't gotten to torture anybody lately."
His second-in-command grinned and stood up. "Don't worry about me, General. I find plenty of things to do in my spare time." His ears perked up. "I believe your ship is leaving soon. Last chance to schedule a tiny hanging before you leave."
The General grunted. "That will be all, Pluric."
The second-in-command bowed and left the throne room. The servant immediately sat in the empty chair. "General, I'm glad you're not listening to him. The people love Vella. And everything you're doing is–"
The General stood abruptly. "Thank you. I have a plane to catch."
The servant matched his position. "When I spoke with my family in the villages, they looked so much healthier. The children are getting stronger. That's all because of you. You should be prou–"
"Point taken." The General coughed. "The room better be spotless when I return or Pluric will get his hanging."
After the ship took off, the General spent the first half of the ride thinking about the servant. Since when had the help grown confident enough to speak to him? Was Pluric right? Had he truly lost his edge? Could he govern if the dark souls didn't fear him?
On the second half of the trip, the General considered what the peace had done to his land. Border skirmishes had fallen dramatically. What used to be pages and pages of dead soldiers reported each day was now hardly more than a paragraph. After sending thousands of malnourished dark souls to take over for dead children, parents, and elderly on Earth, their crops have stretched farther than ever before. The health of his people was returning, and it was all because of his deal with the living soul. His pride mixed with regret.
What about all the people I sentenced to death? Was it worth it to save the lives of thousands?
He was unable to answer his questions before the ship landed in Clance, a neutral location for his meeting with the light soul commanders. One scan of the land told the General the village's history. It had been bombed and built back up so many times that it had become an ugly assort of architectural styles from the last thousand years. Perhaps if this talk went well, it would remain intact for the foreseeable future.
The General stepped into a white stone room with pillars on either side. A modern table and a set of chairs in the middle stuck out against the classical motif. Sitting at one end of the table were Light Soul General Gan and Commander Reena. As he approached, neither leader moved an inch to greet him.
The General took his seat and smirked. "Now that the pleasantries are over, shall we get down to business?"
Gan huffed.
Reena pulled out a set of documents. "As promised in our last meeting, we've withdrawn all our forces from the disputed zones."
The aforementioned land represented territories that used to be controlled by dark soul forces. On a planet that was once divided 50/50, the General's forces had been compressed to less than ten percent of the Realm.
"My people will be pleased to return to their rightful homes."
Gan wrinkled his forehead. "As if they can remember a thousand years ago when they owned it."
The General opted not to take the bait. He cleared his throat. "Now, onto the last matter of the airbase."
Gan waved his hand dismissively. "Non-negotiable."
The General raised his eyebrows. "Then the hostage exchange is off the table."
Gan was halfway to a standing argument position when Reena pulled him down.
"General, I'm afraid we can't dismantle the base until we see another sign of goodwill from you."
The General let a few seconds of silence serve as the precursor to his response. "Then I fear for the lives of your prisoners."
This time, Gan threw off Reena's protestations and stood. His voice boomed against the room's high ceilings. "You listen here. We know you made the living soul agree under duress. We know we can't trust you. So the airbase stays!"
Part of the General wanted to fight fire with fire, but he let the ice flow through his veins instead. "Let me remind you, Gan, that you bombed my stronghold and killed dozens of my men. You nearly took out Natalie Dormer in the process."
The General fought off memories of Natalie that flooded to the surface. A deep kiss on a basketball court. Carrying her in his arms to the hospital. Butterflies multiplied in his stomach.
These memories aren't mine.
Thankfully, Gan and Reena didn't seem to notice his internal reaction.
The light soul commander blinked. "It's true, we nearly killed her, but only after you tortured her half to death."
The General's mouth was dry. "She's lucky she survived your attack. We never would've taken her life." He puffed up his chest. "Meanwhile, many of my men and their families lost their lives. Those who remain can't sleep at night because they know the base remains within striking distance."
Gan mumbled something under his breath.
The General raised his eyebrows. "Excuse me?"
Gan sighed. "Fine. We'll dismantle the base."
The General loved getting everything he wanted. So why did he feel so hollow?
"Thank you, Gan. It's good to know the light souls also have a willingness for peace."
Gan's face turned beet-red and he took several steps toward the General before Reena grabbed her fellow soldier's arms and wrenched them behind his back.
Gan spit at he talked. "You listen to me, scumbag. We know that you're making a play for Earth. You can talk about all the well-fed farmers you want, but everything you say is a lie."
The General wasn't sure why he stood up then. Usually, he could keep his cool in these situations, but something Gan said struck a chord. His hand twitched.
Gan continued to shout. "We're ready for you to make your move, and when you do, the light souls will not hesitate to strike!"
Reena pulled him out of the room, and like that, the peace talks were over. Even though he'd gotten everything he came for, the General's temperature continued to rise. As the room emptied, he gripped the table, which shook along with his body.
"I'm… not… a liar!"
The General threw his arms outward and everything in the room jumped sideways. The chairs skidded against the white stone floor and crashed into the walls. The table slammed into one of the pillars and snapped in two. Papers scattered every which-way.
The General's temper cooled. He glanced around at the items strewn about the room. Somehow, he'd done this.
But how?
Vella's words played in the General's mind like a loud and resonating chord.
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Travis was used to driving with his headlights off late at night. At one point, it was the only way Natalie would agree to see him. His night vision had gotten pretty strong as a result, and he easily avoiding potholes, daredevil squirrels, and other midnight obstacles. Travis parked his car just one house down and across the street from Ted Finley. He hoped against hope that the boy wonder couldn't hear his thoughts. If Ted was tuning in, he'd see the scene in the hallway played out over a hundred times in a row. Travis re-watched the mental movie from every angle and every magnification possible. He thought about the way Natalie and Ted's hands had touched. His jealous mind had ruled out accidental contact pretty quickly, and he only knew one way to quiet his feelings.
Last night, that took the form of sitting in the same spot across from Ted's house until three in the morning. He vowed he wouldn't do it again, but here he was for the second straight evening. He knew Nat would give him a hearty whooping if she saw what he was doing. He fumbled way too long with a wrapped chocolate candy before getting it into his mouth.
Sometimes, love makes you stalk people.
Almost as if on cue, Travis watched Ted Finley float down from his window. The hero landed gracefully on the lawn and started walking down the driveway at an angle. He was headed straight for Travis' car.
Travis ducked down into the passenger's side and did his best to clear his mind. Despite his best efforts, his brain buzzed with attention.
Why would you tail a mindreader? Coach was right. I'd fail remedial gym.
As Travis held his breath, anticipating the worst, the sound of a car's motor broke the silence. He peeked his head ever so slightly above the bottom of the driver's side window. Ted wasn't coming to rat out Travis. He was getting into a black car that Travis didn't recognize.
"He's not seeing Natalie." He exhaled as the black vehicle pulled away. "It's gotta be some late-night President thing." Travis started the car. "I should just go home. Get some sleep."
He pulled a U-turn and left his headlights off as he kept the black car in sight. When it turned down one street, he waited the requisite amount of time and followed suit.
"Don't be an idiot, Travis. This isn't your problem."
He let another merging vehicle wedge in between his car and Ted's mysterious ride. It would make him even harder to spot.
His heart picked up its pace. "I am so going to get shot by a drone for this."
The path of the black car took Travis through the shadier part of town, which he knew quite well. Two of the three rundown homes he'd lived in had been within a block of crackhouses. If Ted didn't have superpowers on his side, the scrawny nerd wouldn't have lasted two minutes on these streets. Travis was lucky he'd made it as long as he had on his own.
The black car pulled into an abandoned lot, sending a nervous buzz through Travis' body. He kept the car going for another block before parking beside a brick building that proudly displayed only three broken windows.
He tried unsuccessfully to control his breathing. "You can still go home. You can still go home."
Listening was never his strong suit. Travis exited the car and stayed close to the side of the building until he was within view of Ted's ride.
The driver had parked in front of what looked like an abandoned warehouse. Even though it was half the size, it brought back memories of the old GHA headquarters.
"Yeah, and nothing shady ever happened in there."
A light went on through an intact window on the building's second floor. It shined down on the vehicle and two men in black suits who appeared to be standing guard.
Travis looked left and right for a way into the building that wouldn't get him killed. "What are you up to, Ted Finley?"
Between the two buildings he spotted an alleyway that was more or less out of sight. If he could get through unseen, there might be a way up to the second floor without going through a creaky entrance.
"Last chance, genius." He sighed. He was in too deep. "There better be a brothel in there or something."
Travis successfully snuck through the alley and pulled himself up a secure drainage pipe. His shoulder pinched with pain about halfway up, but he reached a broken second-floor window without taking a spill. He eased himself in and avoided the glass on the floor.
Travis rubbed at his shoulder. "They make it look so easy in the movies."
He softly walked toward the light on the other side of the floor, and a faint noise trickled toward him. Travis couldn't make out the words, but it sounded like Ted was addressing people. Or was it a camera?
"If he's answering fans' YouTube questions, this is gonna get real disappointing."
Travis was almost close enough to hear the words clearly, when another noise caught his attention. Behind him, someone stepped right onto a piece of glass.
Travis turned and barely feinted a right cross by one of the suited men. He was much bigger up close. The burly man swung with his left, but Travis was too quick. He caught the punch at the wrist and did a forward roll, the momentum carrying the attacker to the ground as well.
Travis got to his feet quickly. "Suit wasn't a good idea, man. Terrible range of motion."
He'd barely finished his quip when the second guard came rushing in. This one was much faster than his partner, but Travis was prepared. The second attack whipped his leg around for a kick, but Travis channeled his inner linebacker, tackling the man's standing leg. They slammed hard to the ground and then sprung up at exactly the same time. Several shards of glass had lodged themselves in the attacker's back, but he didn't seem fazed in the slightest.
Travis crouched into a fighting position. "Maybe you should go to a hospital."
The first attacker sprung forward and wrenched Travis' arms behind him. Travis struggled left and right, but the well-dressed guard was incredibly strong.
The man whispered in Travis' ear. "Maybe you should go to a morgue."
The guard's partner walked forward with his fist clenched. As the he wound up, Travis let his body go completely limp. The man behind him didn't expect it, letting Travis slip right out as the punch came. When he rolled to the side, he heard a wet squishy sound and a groan. Travis turned back and his eyes bugged out.
The second guard's fist had gone through the first guard's entire body. His arm remained lodged inside his partner. Blood and guts trickled from his still-clenched fingers.
"Holy crap!"
Both men turned toward Travis. He didn't hesitate to run. He imagined the guard would have quite the time getting his fist unstuck, but he wasn't about to hang around to find out. As he leapt through the broken window, he barely grabbed a hold of the drainage pipe. He slid down so fast that he badly scraped both hands before landing on solid ground. His adrenaline was way too high to feel the pain as he wiped the blood and dirt on his pants. One sprint down the alley and a quick start of his car later, and Travis was back on the road.
As his heart rate calmed, Travis' hands began to throb. He ignored the sensation and stared straight ahead.
"Those were dark souls. Why the hell does Ted Finley need dark soul guards?"
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Just minutes after his return flight ventured back to the dark soul stronghold, the General burst through the doors of his private meeting chambers. Sure enough, Pluric was holding court with several other top-ranking officials. The General stood there seething for a few seconds while all eyes in the room turned to him. All eyes except for Pluric's.
The torturer shuffled some papers and grinned to himself. "Back so soon, General? I take it the peace accords went as planned?"
While the General still had no idea where his newfound talents came from, the powers were now easy to access. It was as if they lay just below the surface, and with a thought, he pulled his abilities into reality. The General flung his arms wide and the seated officers skidded across the stone ground, crashing against the walls with a thud. The officials gasped and chattered at the display. Only Pluric was able to stand his ground. Rage boiled within the General as he telekinetically dragged his second-in-command closer. Once he got within arm's length, the General grabbed his underling by the neck and lifted him off the ground. He wanted nothing more than to grind the dark soul's bones to dust.
The General breathed heavily. "Why do I have powers? And why the hell are you meeting without me?"
Pluric was calm in his midair position, as if he could stay suspended in the General's grasp for days without difficulty. With one wave of his hand, the wide-eyed officers left the meeting chamber. As they shut the door, the General lowered his commander to the ground. Pluric didn't even flinch, despite the red handprint below his chin.
The torturer gestured to the head of the table. "If you'll take a moment to breathe, my liege, there's a perfectly good explanation for everything."
The General took one look at the chair, and it exploded into a dozen pieces. Shards of wood tapped against the walls and clattered to the ground.
The General scowled. "Spare me no details or I'll do the same to you."
Pluric remained calm as he sat in one of the non-decimated chairs. The General knew everything there was to know about the high-ranking official. He was an absolute master when it came to inflicting pain. No matter where he went in life, he'd find a way to punish those around him, whether or not they deserved it. The General had liked those qualities when they were used in his service, but there was always a modicum of fear they'd be used against him.
"Please." Pluric folded his hands on the table. "Sit."
The General complied.
"I'll handle your second question first. Given your trips away from the stronghold, I've been holding meetings to keep things running smoothly. Otherwise, you'd return to chaos, and you'd be angry for a completely different reason."
The General grunted.
Pluric's face grew serious. "As for the first question. You asked me to do this."
The General stood up, his chair screeching against the stone. "And why would I do that?"
The torturer sighed. "I was afraid of this. You said you wanted more power, and I told you there'd be consequences."
The General's pulse slowed. He had some recollection of the words Pluric recounted. He sat back down.
"Giving you the powers of the living soul without the books was quite a feat, but there were certain side effects."
The General rubbed at his temple. "I have Ted Finley's memories." His eyes narrowed. "I find myself... thinking like him."
Pluric looked at the General like a teacher might when scolding an insolent student. "It's all part of the process. You couldn't take his powers without taking everything he is." Pluric organized his papers once again. "Now that you understand the cause, I'd like to go back to my meeting."
It only took a second for the General to recognize the trickle of fear on Pluric's face.
He's lying.
The General's rage once again leapt to the surface. He threw a wave of air in Pluric's direction, but once again the commander stayed firmly rooted in his chair. The General slammed his fist down on the table so hard that it snapped in two, leaving a direct path between him and his commander.
His body tensed. "I know you're lying to me. You think I can't tell that after all these years?!"
Pluric stood and adjusted his outfit. It was only after he'd straightened several wrinkles that he rushed the General. With incredible speed, the second-in-command punched the dark soul leader like a bullet. The General flew backwards, his back cracking against the wall as he slumped to the ground. The pain radiated up and down his spine as he got to his feet. He was dizzier than he expected, and he nearly toppled back down until he grabbed hold of a chair beside him.
The torturer walked forward with a scowl on his face. "He wanted this so badly, but I knew it'd be more trouble than it's worth."
The General primed his biceps for a striking blow. "So, you're working for someone else. I'm going to kill you where you stand."
The torturer frowned. "Not very likely."
Before the General could move forward, his entire body relaxed completely, as if someone had thrown a switch. He felt the torturer moving around inside his mind. Memories shuffled from place to place and his body remained motionless. The General tried and failed to speak.
Pluric stared deep into his eyes. "It's no use. These episodes are becoming more and more frequent, but I'm learning all of your hiding spots." His lips curled. "Soon enough, everything you are will be erased for good."
The General reached for the thoughts he'd had over the last few days. Memories of Natalie Dormer and their near-death fall from the skies. Razellia and Vella's kind hospitality in the dark soul village. Even his reunion with Erica in the light soul capital. The memories disappeared as soon as he tried to access them. Soon enough, his eyes and mind went blank. Pluric relaxed his gaze as well.
The General clutched his forehead and bent at the waist. "Pluric. What's happening?"
The torturer took his leader by the shoulder. "I'll explain it all later, General, for now, you should rest up. You took quite a beating."
The General didn't remember a thing, but he could feel a pulsing pain in his face and back. "That's a good idea. Thanks, old friend."
Pluric nodded and quickly shut the doors behind him.
That's when all the memories came flooding back in.
Starting with the last few minutes and working their way backwards, the General could see the quarrel with Pluric, the telekinetic display of powers in Clance, and the past memories of Ted Finley. Everything the torturer had done reversed itself within a few moments.
Part of the General wanted to re-enter the room and slice Pluric's throat, but instead he walked down the hall to his throne room. He attempted to process everything that went through his mind, but it still didn't make sense.
"I can't be him. There's just no way to–"
He looked down at his hands. He'd killed with these hands on countless occasions. Unless those memories had been placed there to paint over the truth.
The General's throat started to close up. "But how can I know for sure?"
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The Sheriff watched the men, women, and children shuffle into the building from his spot in the corner of the parking lot. He didn't recognize any of them, but a few short months earlier they were all in the same exact place. Some had been maimed. Others were starving. No matter what ailed them, they'd been given a second chance at life.
And now they're repaying that debt. We're repaying that debt.
Sheriff Norris looked down at his phone to check the time. He wondered if Erica LaPlante would still be awake past 11 p.m. He'd told the protector that she'd be the first to know of any developments, but she hadn't exactly come through on the Jennifer front.
He planted his feet firmly. "If she's not going to hold up her end of the bargain–"
His thoughts were interrupted by a portly man and a pre-teen boy who walked over. The chubby gentleman had rosy cheeks and a smile plastered on his face. The boy was cautious, as if he feared something would jump him from the shadows at any second. The man extended his hand and introduced them as Dale and Evan.
Dale shook the sheriff's hand with vigor. "Can you believe all of this? I thought the General would never come calling." His smile grew wider. "Just when we were getting used to humanity."
The sheriff attempted to return the smile. "And this is your son?"
Dale laughed and slapped his knee. "Oh no. The General gave some of us special orders to sneak out the kids. Getting him here was easy. Getting him back without getting arrested is gonna be a challenge!"
That Dale found all of this so funny unnerved the sheriff. He looked down at the child, who seemed just as undone by the jovial man in their midst.
Evan spoke in a near whisper. "I wasn't a kid on the other side. But war… did some things to my head."
Dale slapped the newly-minted kid on the back. "And he's playing it off as a brain injury from whatever killed the human whose life he took over. It's brilliant!"
Evan nodded. "We should probably go in now."
Sheriff Norris looked up. The steady stream of people into the building just outside of Treasure was diminishing. He slowed his pace to match the waddling of Dale, as the three of them found seats toward the back of a rusty-smelling room with a high ceiling. The sheriff sat between the mismatched pair, and Evan seemed to sigh with relief from the buffer.
Despite not being asked, Dale was determined to tell his entire life story in five minutes. He'd been near-starvation for years, which made his fat lifestyle a major treat. His human wife was pushing him to start a diet to tamp down the heart condition that killed his previous inhabitant.
Dale leaned in as if he was about to tell the funniest joke imaginable. "Fat chance of that. Fat chance!"
The two of them had driven four hours to be there. He'd gotten word of a meeting six hours away in Virginia, and another one up in New York State. Sheriff Norris wondered just how many meetings were about to take place. Hundreds? Thousands?
The lights dimmed and a large white screen came into view. The sheriff looked around and saw anticipation on most of the attendees' faces. He pursed his lips and thought of Jennifer as the General appeared on the screen.
Dale cheered, and he wasn't the only one. Over half the room started applauding until a few dark souls running the show calmed them down.
The General smiled like a king might. Or at least, like a person who was about to be crowned. "Good evening in the United States. And good morning, afternoon or middle of the night throughout the rest of the world. I come to you today with a great feeling of pride."
The sheriff glanced left and right. The dark souls around him were entranced. He considered the man before him. A man who'd stood by and watched as his family died around him. A man who'd given him a second chance, only to place him in a life with a daughter who hated him.
The General stared straight into the camera. "You've done an incredible job assuming your roles on a new world… a world that will soon become ours."
Dale and Evan joined the chorus of jubilant cheers, and the sheriff participated to keep from looking like the odd man out. Was he truly the only one whose life was just as hellish as the one he'd left? And what did the General mean by the world becoming theirs?
The General continued. "The first phase of the plan was a success, thanks to you. Now the second phase is well underway."
Dale poked the sheriff in the ribs. "What do you think it'll be? Mass killing spree? I've already met a few humans who could stand to be replaced."
The sheriff's stomach sank. If some dark soul went on a rampage in Treasure, would Jennifer and her friends survive? Would he be responsible for letting it happen?
He spoke in hushed tones. "That would break the peace agreement. We wouldn't be able to send more people over."
Dale blinked without a trace of understanding. "Oh. Who cares?"
The sheriff took in a deep breath and looked back up to the screen.
"In a few days, I'll be attending a world summit, where the guest speaker is none other than Ted Finley."
Boos filled the room from top to bottom.
The General put up his hands as a response to the negative reaction that must've been replicated in meetings throughout the world. "Don't be so hard on our living soul. He gave us the keys to the castle." The General beamed. "And after the Summit, we'll have the keys to every kingdom."
The sheriff pretended to listen to the rest of the presentation and let himself react appropriately in all the right places. Meanwhile, his mind considered the possibilities. If the General successfully infiltrated the Summit, it'd be days before the dark souls had key authority posts in the most powerful nations on Earth. They'd control the decisions. They'd control the military. At that point, it wouldn't matter if they broke the treaty. Earth would be theirs.
Sheriff Norris left the building with Dale and Evan and walked the unlikely pair to their car. As Dale chattered away with the dark souls at the car next to him, Evan tugged at the sheriff's shirt.
The sheriff crouched to bring him to eye level. "What is it?"
Evan seemed calmer, as if the presentation had given him a touchstone to settle himself. "I can see that you're scared." He stood at attention like a soldier. Despite his height, the boy was a soldier. They all were. "Killing is never easy. Every person you kill stays with you, but it's different when you do it for your people." He extended his arm. "We're brothers. No matter what memories we have of the humans, we need to fight for each other."
The sheriff nodded and took Evan by the arm. "The army was lucky to have you."
Evan's eyebrows darted upward. "And they still are."
Dale finished his conversation and gave the sheriff a big bear hug before they drove off.
Sheriff Norris turned his car radio as loud as it could go, but it still couldn't drown out his thoughts. Evan was right. Telling Erica what the General was planning would be a betrayal of the cause. But failure to share the information might doom Jennifer.
He leaned back and sighed. "I've done all I can." Tears came to his eyes. "I'm not her real father." He changed lanes to the left and sped down the Pennsylvania highway. "If the world needs to burn… I'll let it."
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Jennifer stood by Dhiraj's side in the concessions line at the movie theater on Main Street. Even in the cacophony of noise that came from brightly-colored arcade games and patrons scrambling to get to their seats in time, she still couldn't tune out Dhiraj's yammering.
He looked straight ahead, as if he were talking to the menu of high-priced popcorn and microwavable snacks. "So, if I can get the Senator behind me, I wouldn't have any problem winning a seat. Isn't that crazy?"
Jennifer stepped forward as the line moved ahead. "Yup."
Dhiraj laughed. "I'd barely be old enough to vote, and I could be the one making decisions in the capitol. Plus, I wouldn't be the youngest, but I'd be one of the first Indian teenage state reps. My dad would be over the moon. He's never really been into this superhero business."
Jennifer let the sigh trickle out. "Mmm-hm. Can I ask you–"
"I mean, ever since we had to fish him out of a burning house, he's been trying to get me to go back to being a part-time student, part-time businessman, no-time hero helper. So, if I stop going on FBI missions with Ted, then–"
Jennifer huffed. "Hey, I think I'm gonna go get some air."
She didn't wait for Dhiraj to answer. The cold breeze outside the theater felt good on her cheeks. As good as the silence felt on her ears. The latter was short lived.
Dhiraj balanced a soda and two buckets of popcorn on his forearms as he lightly pushed through the door.
He groaned. "Man. I don't know how waiters do it. Anyway, so my dad–"
Jennifer turned away from him. "I think I'd actually rather go on a walk. If that's okay."
She stormed off, glad she'd worn her flats as her feet pounded against the sidewalk.
Dhiraj called out to her. "Hey, do you mind if I scalp these tickets first? It's a sold-out show."
Jennifer didn't acknowledge him. She'd been hoping to have at least a good 30 seconds to vent about her dad. To vent about Erica, with whom she'd exchanged about five words since the morning after her frat escapade. But Dhiraj wouldn't let that happen. He was the person who was supposed to listen. It was part of his job description, but he was falling way short.
Two minutes later, Dhiraj jogged up beside her. He was out of breath, but the smile was still set on his face.
"Can you believe I made a 20% ROI on those tickets and the popcorn? People pay top dollar if they can get something without waiting." Dhiraj's breath was loud and obnoxious through his nose. "Speaking of which, can you wait up? You're walking super fast."
Jennifer didn't slow down. She turned her head slightly. "You know, if you can't keep up walking, you probably won't be able to run for office."
He let out a sharp laugh. "Touché. But seriously, can we slow down? This is reminding me of when you chased down Redican and my lung exploded."
Jennifer stopped and crossed her arms. "Your lung didn't explode."
Dhiraj put his hands on his knees. "You're right. That's happening now."
Jennifer leaned against a brick building, and Dhiraj followed suit. She shook her head. "You know how sometimes when a person leaves, they don't want to be followed?"
He furrowed his brow. "But it's date night."
Jennifer threw out her arms. "Right. It's date night. It's not the Dhiraj-a Monologues."
He smiled as his he caught his breath. "Good one, Cents."
Jennifer flared her nostrils. "And another thing. Why are you Dollars and I'm Cents? Do you think you're worth more than I am?"
Dhiraj stood up straight. "I have a feeling this isn't about our nicknames."
Jennifer felt her pulse quicken. "Date night is supposed to relax us. So why do I feel like I'm about to blow up?"
Dhiraj almost touched Jennifer's shoulder but seemed to reconsider at the last second. "Is there something you wanted to talk about?"
Jennifer's eyes watered up. "I want to talk about my dad, Dhiraj."
Dhiraj paced a few steps away before turning back. His face wasn't one of comfort. "I don't know what else to say, Jen. It's all you want to talk about."
Jennifer's blood simmered. "My dad died, Dhiraj. It's not something you get over in three months." She balled up her fists. "I can't believe you don't understand that!"
Dhiraj put his hands on his hips. "I do understand."
The tears started to flow. "But you don't care? Is that how you feel?"
Dhiraj raised his voice. "You want to know how I really feel?"
Jennifer matched his volume. "While you're telling me all this crap I don't care about, you might as well squeeze in your feelings."
Dhiraj lowered his eyes. "My mom is gone forever. I'd do anything to get her back. I'd even take a slightly warped version of her."
Jennifer lost all control of her decibel level. "That thing isn't my dad. You want me to hug and kiss and love some stranger?!"
Dhiraj looked back into her eyes. "Honestly, yes. After all, you and Erica–"
Jennifer kicked the wall, sending a sharp pain through her ankle. "You don't understand. All you care about is trying to be President some day."
Dhiraj's voice grew cold. "At least I'm trying to move forward. You're in a cycle that you brought on yourself. And you won't let yourself out of it."
Jennifer ignored her throbbing foot and used her eyes like daggers. "You're right. And I think that cycle is this relationship." She let all the air out of her lungs. "It's over."
Dhiraj shook his head. "That's not what I want."
Jennifer pushed down all her emotions. She wasn't going to spend another night crying. "You'll probably lose more than me on your way to the top."
She walked away, attempting to hide the limp from the injury she'd self-inflicted.
Jennifer wasn't sure how she found her way back to her car. Everything was hazy. Darks were darker and lights just made the world blurry. She drove around for the next 20 minutes. Her mind was blank, which was the only thing that kept her feelings at bay. She found herself driving down her old street. Torched by flames just three months ago, everything had been rebuilt as a carbon copy of what it once was. Even her house looked like an exact replica. Only one thing was different about it.
Jennifer rolled down her window to get a better look. Knocking on the front door of her fake father's house was her supposed best friend. Erica LaPlante turned to see Jennifer speeding away down the road. She made it three minutes before the moisture in her eyes caused her to pull over.
Her father was dead. Her best friend was having secret conversations with his evil doppelgänger. Her relationship was over.
I've got nothing left.
She undid her seatbelt and lay across the passenger seat. The tears streamed down her cheeks, trapped by the soft, blue upholstery. The only thing that broke the silence were her sobs.
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Natalie ignored the tightness of her hamstrings as her feet thumped against the dimly lit dirt path. Without a near full moon, her midnight run would have nothing but stars to light her way. Given her condition, she would've risked the increased chance of tripping or twisting an ankle. While nothing had come close to working in an effort to clear her head, at least the late night runs tired her out long enough to sleep until the sharp, painful ringing of her alarm clock.
As fast as she could run, nothing could increase the distance between her and her brain. "Why are you being such a slut?"
Natalie thought back to her early days in Treasure. After Dhiraj had brought her into the fold, she and her two best friends would mock the ridiculousness of rumors that trickled down to their low rung of popularity. If someone like Winny or Beth had cheated on their boyfriends, the three of them would mock the unfaithful femme fatales with all they had. Natalie, Ted, and Dhiraj couldn't fathom ever being in a situation where they'd betray another person's trust.
"We were dumb back then, but we were better people, too."
It wasn't like she'd ripped the bandaid off and gone full cheater at once. It started with the kiss on the other side of the portal. Then they started finding reasons for alone time. Sneaking behind the gym or floating up onto the roof of the newly-constructed school for a few forbidden lip locks was exhilarating. About a month into their tryst, Natalie wanted to call things off. That's when the nightmares started taking over her life.
Natalie took a turn that would convert a seven-mile run into a 12-miler. She wiped the sweat from her forehead. "Not much difference between five hours of sleep and four."
She hid the episodes from everybody at first. Travis found out when she saw the decaying corpse of a dark soul in her locker. He'd covered up her screams well enough by shuttling her into the girls' bathroom, but she had to tell him about the hallucinations. Travis looked at her differently from then on, as if she were an accident waiting to happen. As if there were something wrong with her. For all his problems, Ted never did that, and their five-minute stolen make-out sessions became something more. She felt like the worst person in existence, but at least she didn't see visions of a deadly hellscape for a few hours.
"It shouldn't have been like this." Natalie hopped over an errant tree branch. "We should've done it right. Now it's too late."
Whenever Natalie brought up Erica, Ted changed the subject. She wondered what would happen if the protector found out. Would Erica stab her and watch her bleed out in the middle of the school day? Would she send her back to the wasteland of the Realm of Souls? As if the visions and the guilt weren't enough, Natalie's stomach would twist into a knot whenever she was within 10 feet of Erica. They'd become friends from months of training together during the summer without Ted. Even though she'd completely betrayed Travis, it was almost worse what she'd done to Erica.
"Maybe I deserve a good stabbing." Natalie picked up her pace. "At this point, I bet my blood would be black with chunks of evil."
The world had been a messed up place ever since Ted became a hero. Nearly everything that had happened since their breakup had been a disaster. She'd accidentally solved a murder and nearly been killed in the process. She'd been kidnapped and framed before almost killing Ted on the prom catwalk. After hopping through a portal in an effort to be a hero, she lived through a hellish nightmare and almost died on multiple occasions.
In all of those incidents, Natalie could pinpoint her fatal flaw. She took action. She ran toward the danger instead of away. Once again, she was taking action by running toward another trainwreck: infidelity.
"That's it. It's over." Natalie stopped running. "I can't do it anymore. Any of it." Natalie breathed deep to fill her worn-out lungs. A chorus of crickets served as the soundtrack to her declaration.
"I'm starting over." She stood up tall. "I've done enough already. I'm not running toward or away. I'm standing still." Natalie looked up into the sky. "You hear me?! Send all the damn visions you want. I'm gonna suck it up and deal."
Natalie growled to herself and started walking home. "No more late night bullcrap rendezvous. If Ted wants something different, he can break it off with Erica and go shack up with his fan club." She slammed her fists together. "I am not a groupie!"
Natalie kicked a stone from the path so hard, it took off a large chunk of bark from the nearest tree. "It's over with you too, Travis. Pity me all you want. I can take care of myself."
The night air wicked the sweat away from her neck. "I need a clean slate." She sighed. "It's what I deserve."
Natalie stepped off the path and crossed the street to get back to her house. The calm suburban road looked peaceful in the wee hours. Everything was in its place, from the manicured lawns to the SUVs in all the driveways. The world was as it should be, aside from a few shards of glass on the sidewalk by her mailbox.
Natalie crouched down to examine the glass. The shards were bigger than the tiny pieces from a shattered car window. They were dirty, as if whatever they came from hadn't been cleaned in decades. Natalie spotted a streak of crimson on one of the long, sharp pieces. "What in the–"
A noise from the front of Natalie's house caught her attention. It was almost like a moan. On the side of her porch, she saw a silhouetted figure.
"Danger-free." Her heart beat faster. "I need to be danger-free." She looked at the front stoop once again and sighed. "Starting tomorrow."
She took slow, even steps up the driveway until the figure came into view. Natalie's jaw dropped.
Sitting on her doorstep and covered in blood was Travis with a dopey grin on his face.
"Hi honey, I'm home."
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The General paced back and forth in his bedchamber. His attempts to sleep were completely thwarted by the war within. Each time he tried to focus on a memory he knew was true, a moment from Ted Finley's life came crashing in like a tidal wave. As he recalled his rooftop battle with Cora so many years ago, he couldn't help but see a playful sparring session with Erica LaPlante that ended in kisses instead of death. As he thought of his merciless rise to the top, he pictured floating a group of doctors and patients through a hurricane gust of wind onto a rooftop for safety. The memories were all part of him. They all seemed like his, which was impossible.
The General stopped in front of a mirror and stared into his own eyes. With a deep breath, he slouched his shoulders and took all the authority out of his voice. "Hi, I'm Ted Finley. Superhero and resident dor.... Agh! I can't do it!" He looked down at his bare arms. "It feels like I'm wearing someone else's skin. And it doesn't fit."
The General considered Pluric's words. The torturer had said that someone else handed down the order to make him this way. With Ted's memories and power imbued in him, the most logical explanation was that he was actually Ted.
He sat on the edge of his bed. "It can't be. I'm worshipped like a god." He lowered his voice. "I am a god!"
The General went back to pacing. "Ted Finley could never do what I've done. I'm the one who rose to power and took over the dark souls. When the war ended, I put those traitors to death. I tore their families apart and I felt nothing!" He stomped out every syllable. "I felt nothing! I felt… remorse."
The General returned to the bed and put his head in his hands. "Either I'm weak… or I'm someone else."
The General lifted his chin. "If I'm him, then I should have incredible abilities. If I don't, then it's all just some fluke and I can go ahead and kill Pluric in his sleep."
The General walked to the middle of the room and opened his stance. "If I'm Ted Finley, then I should be able to fly."
He pictured himself floating several feet into the air. Before long, the ground seemed to press up against him, and he hovered above the cold stone. He looked around in every direction.
He saw the open window to his right and smiled. "There shouldn't be too many sentries out tonight."
The General shot out the window like a hawk and dashed into the darkness. As he pressed his body to go faster and faster, the wind tickled his cheeks and back. All the pressure of guiding the peace accords and the weight of the deaths he'd ordered came apart in the night.
He closed his eyes and arched his back. "This is pure freedom." The General spun through several upside-down arcs. Everything he did in the air felt natural. It was as if he'd performed these moves hundreds of times before.
The General returned to a stationary floating position. "I'm not convinced."
Far in the distance, he spotted a familiar wooded area, one of the last few on the planet. He pointed toward it, and before he knew it, his body blasted ahead at an incredible rate of speed. He arrived at the edge of the wood faster than a ship could take him there.
The darkness was even more pronounced as he stepped beneath the canopy of the thousand-year-old trees. The dark souls would've removed the resources of the forest centuries ago if the area hadn't been protected. It had been a bitter reminder to the General that his power was far from absolute.
"But Ted Finley could clear this forest in a heartbeat. If I'm truly him then this should be a cake–"
A snarling Lychos slashed for the General's back, but he quickly floated upward and out of the creature's grasp. Several fellow wolves joined their packmate and leapt to try to bring the General down. He was just out of their reach.
He smiled. "Nice doggy."
The sound of his voice and the whining of the other Lychos brought dozens of their brethren out of the dark woods. Several of them climbed up nearby trees, attempting to get close enough to strike the floating invader. One of them sprung off a branch and came within inches of the General's arm. He used his powers to push him backward, as if a gust of wind had thrown him to the unforgiving dirt far below.
When over 100 Lychos were below, the General prepared for the second test. He pressed fingers to both of his temples and attempted to grab hold of all the creatures' minds at once. It took mere moments to lock in the connection. The creatures stopped barking and whining. They didn't move or jump. They stood silently and waited for their new master's command.
"Wake him up. And kill him."
The wolves took up the call, moving slowly and in sync. His army of Lychos marched ahead for several minutes before they all let out a low, eerie growl. The ground began to rumble beneath them and the forest shook. Trees cracked at the base and fell. Several of the General's wolf-like troops fell through fissures that opened in the ground. A giant rock-like creature as wide as it was tall emerged from the dirt. The General could faintly detect eyes and a mouth through one side of the massive, gray beast. In previous attempts to take over the forest, he'd seen the Hill slaughter hundreds of his men before he ordered the retreat. This time, the General had a few additional tricks up his sleeve.
In words that sounded more like an avalanche than language, the Hill spoke. "He who wakes me courts death."
The General smirked. "I couldn't sleep. Maybe a bedtime story will help."
The Hill gestured to his former guards. "Protect our land. Kill the intruder."
The Lychos all looked toward the General at once. He pointed straight into the center of the beast. "You heard the rock. Kill."
Without hesitation, the Lychos struck, diving onto the creature until every square inch of it was covered. They clawed and tore at the stone, ripping off chunks of gravel as they went. The Hill cried out in agony, but it wasn't through yet.
It rumbled forward, tramping several more trees in its wake. "I am sorry."
In a lightning-quick motion, the creature closed its arms and legs in on itself. The Hill turned into a bloody, furry trash compactor in a hurry. The Lychos yelped, but there was no use. Their bones and bodies were crushed in no time at all. As the Hill reverted to its original form, mangled Lychos collapsed to the forest floor like acorns from a tree. They made a satisfying squish when they landed.
The General began a slow clap. "Bloodier than I expected, but very impressive nonetheless. Now about the deed to this land...."
The Hill screamed so loud, the General was certain his entire stronghold would wake. The mourning creature ambled forward and swung a thick, rocky fist in the General's direction.
If I'm Ted Finley–
A shimmering blue portal just wider than the arm of stone opened between the Hill and the General. As soon as the beast's entire arm entered the gateway, the General nodded.
"Yes, I could see how this power would come in handy." With a snap of his fingers, the portal closed, and the Hill lost 80% of its arm to another world.
The creature's bellow was even louder this time. It collapsed to the ground and nursed the wound with its other arm as if it were bleeding to death.
The General's eyes lit up. With these powers, he could easily subjugate the light souls and any people who could rise up against him. While he had Ted Finley's powers, there was none of his moral compass to speak of. At least, that's what he thought, until the Hill began weeping.
"You made me destroy the ones I love. You take my land. You'll blanket the world with evil."
The General looked at the contorted face of the rock-creature. He knew then that he wouldn't kill it. It was a sensation he'd felt once before since peace had come to the Realm of Souls.
A tear trickled down his face. "I'm sorry." He turned away. "I'll send more Lychos into the forest. I–I didn't realize–"
The creature's sobs nearly drowned out the buzzing of the new portal the General created. He walked inside and left the maimed beast behind.
The General's heart ached as he reentered the stronghold from the inside. The portal had taken him to a series of tunnels not even the torturer knew about.
"I should have the Hill's head mounted on my wall. What have I become?"
The General sniffled as an ancient guard came into view. The dark soul ahead of him seemed as old as the Hill and the forest itself. Gray didn't just coat his hair and beard. It seemed to infiltrate his very essence.
"General. It's an honor. Your eyes are red."
The General ran his hands over his face. "Just an infection. Can I see the prisoner?"
The old man nodded and gestured for the General to follow him.
The guard's jaw seemed to creak like a rusty hinge as he spoke. "I remember when my dungeon was full of prisoners. Peace changes things in a way I'm not sure I'm ready for. People like us may only be fit for war times."
The General nodded. "You might be right."
"We can't change who we are."
They reached a cell that reeked of excrement and hopelessness. The General spoke softly, as if the words were only meant for himself. "You may surprise yourself."
The old man unlocked the final gate and the General entered.
Huddled in the corner beside a foul-looking rag was a prisoner so secret, the General had even kept the person's existence from himself.
The voice that reached him was hoarse from lack of use. "General. I thought you'd never come."
He sighed. The tears were fresh in his eyes. "It's good to see you again, Razellia."
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President Blake walked through the halls of the White House with some extra pep in his step. He felt like he was in a movie musical and would burst into song at any point. Several staffers had commented on his seemingly everlasting smile in the last week. He'd told them he was excited about the Summit, which was the truth in a way he'd never tell.
As his Chief of Staff handed him the seating arrangements for the upcoming event, he couldn't help but see every name as an opportunity. His finger moved along the page and stopped on China. He imagined how beloved he'd be if he could make the Asian nation forgive all U.S. debts in the blink of an eye.
The President who balanced the budget and took our debt from trillions to pennies. That'll look mighty nice in the history books.
His fingertips danced along the page and moved to the table that seated Mexico and the Central American delegates. What if these countries would gladly take back all of their immigrants, saving the U.S. billions in border security and healthcare?
The Land of Opportunity. For me.
YNN and the other news outlets said that Blake's ability to get North Korea and other controversial nations to visit the Summit was a coup. Imagine what they'd say when Blake got them to reverse all of their backward human rights laws. Sure, he'd save a lot of people's lives and improve the world as a whole, but more importantly, he'd be a hero who lives on in history.
"Are there any problems with the seating, sir?"
He woke as if from a dream. "No. You've done well keeping potential arguments at bay. Thanks."
He handed off the chart and walked toward the light that streamed in through his window. He stared into the distance.
Nobody will argue. Nobody will fight. They'll all have one leader to follow: the President who ushered in an unprecedented era of world peace. Now that sounds–
The door to his office swung open and Blake's wife blew in like a tropical storm. The plastic surgery ensured she was just as beautiful as the day they'd met, but nothing on the outside could cover up what fame and money had mangled within. With each step, her perfume came closer to engulfing him in a cloud of sharp sweetness. She took quick, exaggerated steps forward like a runway model.
"Alan. Have I actually caught you in between matters of life and death?"
The President attempted to keep his focus on the lawn that lay below, though the pull of the perfume made it a challenge. "I was just finishing up some Summit business. Are you looking forward to it?"
His wife reached his side and squeezed his waist. "Of course I am. So many old friends together in one place." She made her voice sultry for a moment. "And seeing the Prime Minister is bound to stir up some old memories."
Blake held his tongue. He wasn't going to let her ruin his picture-perfect mood. "I think Ted Finley's speech is even going to wow your favorite head of state. After me, of course."
Blake's wife squealed. She gripped his suit tighter. "Our very own American hero. I can't wait to meet him."
Blake pictured a room of bloody corpses, red seeping into carpet and tablecloth alike. In the front of it all, his mercurial wife was slumped over, ready to be replaced by a person under his complete control.
Blake returned to reality and placed his hand on her lower back. "Don't worry. I've got you a front-row seat. You won't miss anything he has to offer."
She leaned her head on his shoulder. "And here I was, thinking you were a lame duck husband. I'm almost convinced I was wrong about you."
Blake wondered if the General could start his work a few days ahead of schedule. He balled his hand into a fist at the base of his wife's spine.
"Let's just say I'm making a comeback."
A knock at the door drew their attention. The President's secretary showed in Ridley, one of the few Secret Servicemen who knew the plan to the letter.
"Sir. I didn't realize you were occupi–"
Blake's wife withdrew her head and pierced the air with a shrill laugh. "Boys, boys. I'll let you to discuss your big man business." As she passed Ridley, she made sure to slap him on the rear on her way to the door. "I'll start working on my outfit for the Summit. It's going to be a stunner."
As she walked out of the room, Blake felt like a thick, dark fog had lifted. He watched Ridley ignore the First Lady's sexual harassment as he joined Blake on the couch.
President Blake exhaled softly. "I've got to keep telling myself. Just a few more days of that to cope with." He accepted a folder and began flipping through it. "Is everything going to plan so far?"
Ridley cleared his throat. "We've found a workaround for the cameras issue. Those in security who are less in the know are insisting on keeping a close eye on things from afar." He grinned as much as his professionally stone-like face would allow. "So we're just going to make sure they don't work."
President Blake flipped through the rest of the documents. Changing the world without anybody knowing about it certainly took a lot of organization.
He shuffled the papers on the coffee table. "Seems like you've got everything worked out. Your contributions to this won't be forgotten. Any other concerns?"
Ridley raised an eyebrow. "Just one, Mr. President." He shifted on the upholstery. "How do we know that we can trust Finley? Trusting a person from another world whose whole life is a lie may be… I don't want to say foolish, but–"
President Blake leaned back and placed his arms behind his head. "No, no. Foolish could work. Risky might be better. Either way, you're right to bring it up. That's why I wanted to propose a backup plan."
Ridley nodded. "Anything you want, sir."
President Blake couldn't wait until that was the response he received to any and every worldwide request.
"If things don't go as planned, I want you to paint the White House red with his blood."
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Travis' arms and legs ached as the morning sun streamed through Natalie's blinds. When his eyes adjusted, he looked down at his bandaged hands. They'd started bleeding again while he slept, but Natalie had done a good enough job patching him up to keep him from the hospital. His girlfriend hadn't slept in the bed with him, opting to take the downstairs couch instead. She said it was to keep her parents from getting suspicious, but Travis had another explanation he hoped wasn't true.
His shirt from the previous night remained balled up in the corner and caked with blood. He wore an extra-large t-shirt Natalie had found from one of her many basketball tournaments. As he sat up in bed, he heard the bathroom sink turn on and off in the hallway.
The pit grew deeper in Travis' stomach. "This is where it all comes out."
Natalie, who had apparently showered and prepped for school while he slept, opened and closed the door softly behind her. She barely even looked at him, but when she did, the contempt slapped him in the face.
"So, I guess you didn't bleed out last night. What a pity."
"I assume by your tone that I'm not invited to breakfast with the folks?"
Natalie let her body collapse into a desk chair and spun it around to face Travis head on. "I don't know what I'm supposed to do about you."
Travis smirked. "Love me and kiss me and we'll call it even?"
She sunk deeper into the chair. "I may have some extra razor blades to throw in with your next change of bandages."
Travis raised his chin and stared into her eyes. Did he already have the answers he was searching for?
She turned away. "Damn it, Travis. I know you weren't drunk and you didn't get thrown out of a biker bar, so you might as well tell me the truth about last night."
Travis pulled off the covers and let his sore legs hang over the side of the bed. He supposed his landing after scaling down the drainage pipe may not have been as graceful as he'd thought.
"I followed Ted last night."
Natalie's eyes darted back and forth. "What're you talking about?"
"I parked my car across from his house. I watched him get into a black car, and I followed him to some building–"
Natalie rubbed at her nose. "So you're saying he tossed you through a window? I'd probably do the same if you were following me."
Travis pulled one of the pillows into his lap. "Ted didn't do this. It happened while I was trying to escape his goons."
Natalie gave him the stink eye. "Ted doesn't have goons. Look, I'm gonna be late for school and–"
"They were dark souls, Nat. I barely missed getting my stomach caved in."
Natalie hopped up and grabbed her backpack. "You're insane. That's the only explanation. I'm leaving before I catch whatever you have."
Travis grabbed hold of Natalie's arm before she could reach the doorknob.
She tried to wrench it away. "Let me go or I'll mess up more than your hands."
Travis held strong. "Look at me."
She wouldn't. "Let me go!"
"Nat, look at me."
When she did, Travis could see everything. She was in pain. Not just because of the hallucinations or his late-night medical emergency. Talking about Ted around him brought something unfamiliar to the surface.
Travis could feel Natalie's pulse jump through his bandages.
Her voice was soft. "What is your problem?"
Travis wished her eyes were wrong. "I know, Nat. I know there's something going on between you two. But this just got a whole lot more complicated."
Natalie finally got her arm free. Her face reddened. "Fine. We're hooking up. I cheated on you and I'm a terrible person."
Travis thought that hearing the truth might make him feel better. That it would stop the wondering and picturing the worst. He was wrong. He was empty.
His heart somehow continued to beat. The words caught in his throat. "I didn't say you were a bad per–"
"But he's not involved in some kind of conspiracy. It was probably Secret Service people or some–"
"He was broadcasting a video in secret. I didn't make it up."
They stood there in silence for a few moments. The air was so heavy, Travis thought he'd be flattened if he stayed there much longer.
He broke the standoff, his voice dropping low. "He came back different."
"So did I!" Natalie's face turned a deeper shade of red. "Ted and I went through the same stuff over there. He doesn't look at me like I'm broken. He's not evil, Travis. Maybe he's just messed up like I am."
Travis felt the pressure rise inside. "He could've gotten me killed, and he's a cheater. Sounds pretty evil to me."
Natalie punched her hand into the wall. The plaster cracked where she'd made contact. One of her knuckles started to bleed. "Damn it, Travis. Look what you're doing. I can't go to school like this!"
"You're not taking this seriously." Travis shook his head slightly. "You're seeing things, but he's doing things, Nat. You've got to believe–"
"I want you to go."
Travis took one last look at the girl he loved.
"Fine. Do whatever you want. But I hope you think about what you've done. About how you chose to hurt me. About how you lost me."
Even in the heat of battle, he'd never seen her so emotional. Somehow, a tear had made it out of her eyes and rolled down her cheek.
She sounded different. Travis had never heard her afraid.
"But I don't want to lose you."
He turned away and walked toward the window. Travis pulled up the blinds and lifted up the glass and the screen.
Natalie raised her voice. "I said, I don't want to lose you!"
Travis glanced over his shoulder. "You can't have everything you want."
With that, the linebacker straddled the windowsill and used the siding to bring him down to the lawn. He didn't look up at the window, but he could feel Natalie staring down at him as he walked away.
Travis' phone buzzed in his pocket. He didn't even flinch. He wasn't sure how long he'd walked when he settled beside a pond. There, he let himself collapse on the cold, hard ground. He stared at the motionless water and began to cry.
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The General walked the familiar path of the secret tunnels for the third time in two days. He spoke only briefly to the ancient guard before he returned to Razellia's cell. The General watched her as she slept for a few minutes. Part of him wanted to place a pillow over her face and choke the life out of her. The other part wished she didn't look quite so frail. It was that latter part that staged the fake hanging that was so real, even Pluric would believe she was dead. It was that latter part that brought him back to the dingy, odorous cell.
Razellia must have felt his eyes on her, because she woke and looked back into them. After months of captivity, she remained as determined as any person he'd ever seen.
She almost smiled. "Aren't you afraid you're going to get tired of seeing me?"
The General placed his hands on the bars. "I'm still not sure why I haven't killed you yet."
Razellia rubbed her bloodshot eyes. "You better decide soon. Nobody likes being in limbo between two lives."
The General wanted to turn back. It would be easy for him to tell the old guard to poison her food and have her rot far beneath the castle. But he knew it was far too late for that.
"I have a surprise for you." He waved his hand, and tiny feet slapped against the ground in rapid succession.
Vella appeared from around the bend and ran straight for her mother's cell. "Mommy!"
Razellia's shoulders shook as she reached through the bars and took her daughter's hands. "Vella! Oh, my Vella." She tightened her grip as best as she could through the metal.
The General fought back any hint of emotion and crossed his arms to keep it from getting in.
Vella took on an authoritarian tone. "I knew you weren't dead. They tried to trick me, but a daughter always knows."
The General flashed to a memory that shouldn't have been his. He saw himself flying into Ted Finley's house. Smoke spread from room to room and the heat already felt like too much. The fire illuminated the second floor of the house, and something told him his mother was there. He used his powers to propel himself through the skin-charring fire and picked her up before bringing her to safety. As he brought her to the paramedics, Ted could see the look in his mother's eyes. Of course, she was scared and in great pain. But she was proud. It was the kind of pride someone can only feel for their own son.
He couldn't hold the pain back any longer. Fat, salty tears streamed down his face as he crumpled to his knees.
Vella squinted in the darkness. "Mommy, why is he crying?"
Razellia pulled her daughter close once more. "Because he finally realizes who he is."
Ted Finley puked at the end of the hallway. Everything the torturer had inserted in his mind to block his identity was undone at once. Ted remembered the fateful peace treaty and Pluric's hands on his head. As the real and false memories attempted to rectify themselves, Ted threw up again.
He placed his hand on the wall to steady himself.
Vella stepped away from her mother's cell and gave the vomit a wide birth. "Are you okay, General Ted?"
He wiped his mouth with his sleeve. His insides felt emptied out. "I don't know. I don't know if I'll ever be okay."
Vella offered her hand, which Ted accepted. She led him back over to the cell.
Her smile was comforting. "Don't worry. My mom always knows how to fix things. She's got a gift for solving other people's problems."
Ted looked up into Razellia's eyes, and for a second, he thought maybe Vella was right. Processing the early days of his three-month identity crisis told him otherwise. "I killed the other villagers."
Razellia looked solemn. "I know."
Ted pressed himself into the bars. "I should be the one in this cell. Or at the end of a rope."
Razellia's breaths were evenly measured. "Whether or not that's the case, you're too important to die." She looked down at her daughter and her face softened. "Besides, they tried to make you into a monster. They failed."
"Are you sure about that?"
"My daughter and I are still alive. You wouldn't let them change you. Not completely."
Ted felt the cold metal against his burning forehead. "I killed innocent people. How am I supposed to live with that?"
Razellia put her hand on Ted's cheek. It wasn't his mother's fingers touching him, but it may as well have been. "First, you save the world. Then you worry about the consequences."
Ted nodded. He put his hand on Razellia's and grasped her fingers. "Thank you."
"Don't mention it. Now, if you don't mind me making an addendum, I think you should let us out before you play hero."
"Of course."
Ted took a step back and brought his fingers close together. As he separated his hands, each of the bars ripped from the gate and fell to the floor with a clang. Razellia took a confident step from the cell and swooped up her daughter in her arms.
Vella beamed before looking back in Ted's direction. "Does this mean I shouldn't call you General Ted anymore?"
Ted rolled one of the bars with his feet. "I have no idea. I'm not sure if I even exist anymore."
Vella motioned for Ted to come closer. "Psst. I have something to tell you."
Ted crouched until he was a few inches away from Vella's face. Before she could whisper anything, she whipped her arm back and slapped him right in the cheek. It stung more than he expected.
"Would Erica want to hear you talk like that? Would Natalie?" Vella's face looked as stern as any teacher's.
Ted looked down. "No. They would knock me out cold."
Razellia cinched her daughter up tight. "What I think Vella was trying to convey with her assault is that they forced you to do what you did. Don't let it change who you are."
"Okay." Ted centered himself and breathed. "Okay."
Vella tapped Razellia on the shoulder. "So, Mommy, how are we gonna get out of here?"
Ted lifted his hand and a small blue ring appeared beneath it. "Don't worry. I've got you two covered." He flicked his fingers and the circle expanded into a shimmering gateway. "This'll take you just outside your village. Unless there's somewhere else–"
"No. At this point, anywhere but here would be a blessing."
The three of them hugged.
Vella squeezed Ted extra-tight. "I'm sorry I slapped you, but you needed it."
"I did. And I'll miss you and your slaps."
"Tell Natalie and Erica I said hi."
Ted choked back some tears and waved. "Of course. Good luck."
Razellia smiled, took Vella's hand, and walked through the portal. Ted used his powers to close it behind them.
He brought his hands together and conjured up another portal. He felt stronger than before, as if his powers had leveled up several times since he'd been in captivity.
He pressed his fingers out and watched a new gateway form.
"Home, Jeeves."
Ted took two steps toward the portal before a ripping pain tore into his back. He felt his flesh tear away as he turned toward the source. A chain dangled from Pluric's weapon, dripping with Ted Finley's blood.
"I'm sorry, living soul, but I'm afraid you won't be leaving here alive."
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Dhiraj's chest was tight as he knocked on the Finleys' front door. Despite all his best efforts to get a full breath into his lungs, it'd been impossible since Jennifer had walked away. All attempts to contact her via Facebook, text, and phone hadn't been answered or returned. He pulled back what must've been the third set of tears when Mrs. Finley opened the door.
Her smile lit up upon seeing him, though it dimmed when she took in his full appearance. "It's a girl, isn't it?"
Dhiraj's lips almost curled into a smirk before receding back to neutral. "Mrs. F, has anyone every told you that you should be a shrink?"
Mrs. Finley gestured inside and Dhiraj followed instructions.
"Between you, Ted, and the rest of the superhero squad, I've got enough psychological problems to analyze without seeing patients."
Dhiraj let out a muted chuckle. "Too true. Too true." He suppressed a sigh. "Is the squad leader here?"
Mrs. Finley nodded and gave a sigh of her own. "Sure. Though I wouldn't say his manners and kindness are. Those have been in short supply ever since he got back." She lowered her voice. "Something isn't right, Dhiraj. And mothers are usually only equipped to deal with Earth problems. Can you talk to him?"
Dhiraj nodded. "Of course, Mrs. F. Anything for my Caucasian maternal influence."
Mrs. Finley laughed. "I appreciate that. And don't worry about Jennifer. Keep your mind right and your emotions in check. It takes two people to start a fight, but usually only one patient person to end it."
Dhiraj's chest began to loosen. He wondered if Ted knew how lucky he had it. Dhiraj gave a small bow and padded up the stairs.
Try as he might, it took only a second for Jennifer and feelings of regret to cloud his mind once again. It had been less than a year ago that his number one goal was impressing Jennifer. She was his everything, but for some reason, it wasn't enough just to have her around anymore.
Am I getting complacent or do I just not love…
He stopped himself from completing the thought and knocked on Ted's door.
"Come on in, Goose."
The room was meticulous and neat. Everything was in its place, which sent an uneasy feeling through his body. Certain things were supposed to be constants in Dhiraj's life. His best friend's train wreck of a room was supposed to be one of them. He ignored the shiver of anxiety.
"Doing some winter cleaning?"
Ted looked up from a tablet on his bed. "It was time for a change. Got my speech?"
Dhiraj pulled off his backpack and fished through until he recovered a blue folder. He handed it over.
Ted began to skim it. "You still love her. You've been crazy about her forever."
Dhiraj wrinkled his nose. "Stop reading my thoughts."
"Stop thinking so loudly." Ted flipped the page. "This is good. The Summit's gonna love it."
As Ted kept his head down, Dhiraj pulled himself up to a sitting position on his friend's now-immaculate desk. He knew something was wrong here, but for the life of him, he couldn't figure out what.
"I don't understand why the Summit is so important to you, especially after Erica said you shouldn't trust Blake. Hell, I don't think you should trust him, either."
Ted's eyes slid up before drifting back down to the speech. "You always told me to think international. Besides, Blake may not be on our side, but connecting with these world leaders is bound to get them on the right team."
Dhiraj picked at his fingernails. "You're right. I know you're right. And I always appreciate it when you listen to me." He looked over at Ted, who remained occupied. Dhiraj reached for a beanbag on the superhero's bookshelf and tossed it toward the bed.
The projectile froze a foot away from hitting Ted in the temple.
"Fine, fine." Ted put the speech back in the folder. "You were about to say, 'but…'"
Dhiraj cleared his throat. "But… does it matter if you do the right thing if the people you love decide to leave you?"
Ted moved his legs over the side of the mattress. "This isn't about the Summit, is it?"
They let the words hang in the air for a few moments until Dhiraj hopped off the desk and began pacing. "I need to get my priorities straight, Ted. I've been working really hard on the FBI stuff, which led to me thinking about politics. It's all amazing and incredible and it's more than I thought I could ever accomplish."
Ted raised his eyebrows. "I detect another 'but.'"
Dhiraj flung up his hands. "You make things a heck of a lot less dramatic when you read the script inside my brain."
"My apologies. Continue."
Dhiraj huffed. "But… I need to resign as your manager and see if Jen will take me back."
Ted's nodded as if he knew what Dhiraj had to say was inevitable. "If that's what you think is best–"
Dhiraj let out a big exhale. "I'm so glad you feel that way. I was nervous that you'd be upset, and that you'd want me to–"
"I wasn't finished."
Dhiraj's chest constricted tighter than before. "All right."
Ted stood up. "I was going to say, if that's what you think is best then I should probably change what you're thinking."
Dhiraj's left eye twitched as he felt the manipulation of his brain. The thoughts he'd just been thinking slipped through his mind like sand through fingers.
He squinted and tried to focus. "What are you do–"
Ted stepped closer. "I'm touched that you want to make things work with Jennifer. Being honest, you two are probably meant for each other. But I need you to be a part of this."
Panic shuddered through Dhiraj as he leapt off the desk. He reached for the doorknob and tried to escape to the hallway. The door was only open for a fraction of a second before it slammed shut.
Dhiraj whipped around to see his best friend close in on him. "You're messing with my mind. Why would you do this?"
Ted smiled. "You know why."
Dhiraj put his hands to the side of his head, as if it might keep out some of Ted's power. He could sense the pain of his breakup evaporating. That's when the puzzle pieces of his doubt all came together.
"You're not Ted."
Dhiraj took hold of the bookcase beside him and pulled it with all his might. The case went diagonal in a hurry, and while Ted suspended it against the laws of gravity, Dhiraj dashed into the hallway. His heart vibrated inside his chest.
He slammed the bathroom door behind him and pulled up Erica's contact on his cell phone. "Holy crap. Holy crap. Holy crap!"
He typed as quickly as he could and moved his finger toward the Send button, but the phone flew out of his hands before he could mash it. It slammed into the peach tiles inside the shower and shattered beyond repair. Dhiraj looked back at the bathroom door and saw the lock slowly turning.
His hands shook as he leapt up, yanking the shower rod off its hinges. His shoulders burned from the strain. "Time to do something stupid."
Dhiraj gripped the metal rod tightly and propelled it through the second story bathroom window. He ignored the sound of broken glass and ran through the half-shattered opening.
Dhiraj braced himself for the fall, but it never happened. Over his shoulder, he saw Ted's doppelgänger standing on a beige bathroom rug. He was keeping Dhiraj suspended in mid-air.
"You had to make things difficult. Now I need to wipe my mom's mind for about the 20th time. Who knew that what they said about a mother's instinct was true?"
Dhiraj floated back in the direction he came from. He attempted to scream, but Ted's power had clamped his mouth shut as well.
"I'll probably need to come up with a story for the neighbors as well. Maybe you could write it when you're in the right frame of mind."
Dhiraj struggled, but no matter how much he tightened his muscles, the powerful creature in front of him wouldn't let go. His feet touched down just inside the bathroom. The glass crunched beneath his shoes.
"How about we try this again? Not as my friend, but as my slave."
A tear trickled down the side of Dhiraj's face as his mind went blank.
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Ted coughed and looked for blood where his face had made impact with the ground. He didn't see any, but he watched as the portal he'd just created closed in on itself.
No blood. So, he didn't get my lung–
Pain tore his thoughts apart as Pluric yanked the spiked mace out of Ted's back. His shirt grew warm with fluid. Ted used his powers to cinch his outfit tightly around his wounds and slid himself across the stone floor, narrowly avoiding another strike with the mace.
He ignored the burning in his thighs as they made impact with the ground, using his momentum to cartwheel himself sideways into a standing position. He took up a fighting stance as he glared across the room at the man who'd been his second-in-command for the last three months.
Even though Ted knew his true identity, his mind clouded with thoughts of Pluric the friend. Pluric the confidant. Pluric the fellow murderer. Ted tried to shake it off as Pluric the attacker approached.
The mace dragged along the stone behind the hulking figure. Sparks accompanied a high-pitched scraping sound. "I knew you were resistant. I had to keep with the clean slate approach every couple of weeks. How'd you do it? It'll help the research I do after I flay your corpse."
Pluric sent the mace flying in Ted's direction. He ducked under the ball as it stuck in the corner of the stone and concentrated on the weakest link in the chain. The weapon snapped in two before Pluric could pull it back, and the chain hung limply from the deadly-orb-turned-wall-ornament.
Ted stood tall. "Aw, did I break your toy?"
Pluric smirked. "It'll still work when you jam your own face into it."
Ted turned on a dime as his body moved with the puppet master's commands. He walked without control until he was eye level with a mass of metal spikes.
Pluric chuckled. "I wonder what the General will think about your demise. I'll wait to tell him until he's finished putting his hands all over your girlfriend and dooming your planet, of course."
Ted was about to jab his eye right through the spikes of the neutered mace when Pluric blinked, and the use of his powers came back to him for half a second. It was all the time he needed. Ted flew himself backward at top speed, slamming right into the chest of the unsuspecting attacker.
They crashed hard enough into the wall to leave a lightning-shaped crack before they spilled onto the floor. Ted's shoulder popped out of the socket from the collision, and the agony coursed through his low-hanging left arm. Fortunately for Ted, Pluric's skull took most of the impact. Through watery eyes, the formerly brainwashed hero saw blood trickle down from the torturer's temple.
Ted stood resumed his fighting stance. "How well does your mind control work with a concussion?"
Pluric stumbled before regaining his balance. "About as well as your powers do with half a dozen dark souls in the room."
Ted's eyes darted to a second balcony where a squadron of troops stared straight at him. He was going to have to win this fight the old-fashioned way. And quickly.
Ted rushed forward, but Pluric was ready for him. A stomach punch followed by a hard uppercut to his chin sent him reeling. Another one-armed approach earned him a kick to the thigh and an elbow to the side of the face.
Ted hopped backward a few steps and looked down at his useless, dangling arm. "Please let this hurt less than it seems to in the movies."
With a running start, Ted jammed his shoulder back into the socket, and a blinding wave of pain nearly caused him to black out.
He moved his arm gingerly and tried to catch his breath. "Nope. Much worse."
Pluric laughed. "Do you really think that a boy can beat a man who trained to do this for hundreds of years?"
Ted gave an affirmative nod. "I've got a tiny, little advantage."
"If you say tenacity, I'm going to vomit."
Ted took a deep breath and pumped up his diaphragm to scream at the top of his lungs. "Tenacity!"
Pluric's head wound coupled with the loud noise caused him to shudder. Ted grabbed the dark soul by the waist and jerked him into the wall once more. Pluric's head bounced against the stone.
Ted screamed once more. "Tenacity!"
Pluric yelled back. "Stop saying that word!" As the dark soul pushed himself off the wall, Ted bolted at top speed, literally running circles around the injured mind reader. The third time he circled around his opponent, Pluric went down to one knee.
"Tenacity!"
Between the pain, the dizziness, and the still-trickling blood, Pluric's consciousness had no choice but to give way. He collapsed to the ground and stayed there.
Ted grinned. "Truth be told, it has nothing to do with tenacity. I just know how concussions work. Thank you, professional football."
It took only a few seconds for the adrenaline to wane enough for Ted's injuries to return to the front of his mind. The wounds on his back seemed to have stopped bleeding, but that didn't make them hurt any less. His shoulder still throbbed like nothing he'd ever experienced. And his face was beginning to bruise from Pluric's expert strikes.
"Watch out, ladies. I'm gonna have some killer scars to show you."
Ted looked up at the balcony to see the dark souls had vacated the premises. He took the opportunity to deaden his pain sensors as he recreated the portal home.
"Never look a gift horse in the mouth. Whatever the hell that means."
Ted had barely had enough time to push off with his right foot when the arrow went straight through his ankle. He yelped in pain, his body crashing to the ground. It took mere moments for the portal to shrink down to a single point in space.
Ted tried to ignore the arrow piercing his leg as he sat up. Over 50 dark souls closed around him with a variety of weapons drawn.
I'm lucky it was just an arrow.
The circle of dark souls tightened.
"You fellas wouldn't happen to know where the General lookalike contest is being held, would you? I'd hate to be late."
Nobody laughed. Nobody even blinked.
"Tough crowd."
As the largest of the group bound his arms and legs, he wondered if he'd lost his only chance of making it back home.
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Jennifer shook off the feeling of deja vu as she ascended the front stoop of the replica house. It looked just like the house her father had raised her in. The government had even hired gardeners to ensure the bushes and flowers in the front yard were exactly as they'd been before. She was sure they'd taken such care to provide a feeling of comfort after Kable had torched the town. Instead, it made an ever-present shiver radiate down her spine.
You can't go home again.
It'd been three days since she stormed off from Dhiraj in the midst of their date. For the first day, his reaction was about what she expected, but it didn't take long for everything to change. The last two days, Dhiraj had completely ignored her in the hallways. He didn't look angry or hurt when he passed her by. He simply looked like he'd moved on.
Jennifer sniffled and raised her hand to knock on the front door. Her arm froze in midair. She was avoiding Erica for keeping secrets, and Natalie was on some kind of silent warpath. Beth and Winny were taking senioritis to a whole new level with their third college "visit" tour in the last two months. She had only one person left to turn to.
It only took one knock for the dark soul who looked like her father to answer the door. He wore exactly what Jennifer would expect him to wear in the late evening: an Eagles t-shirt and the rattiest pair of jeans he could find.
His face was a cross between hesitant and surprised. "It's a little late for visitors."
She let her lungs fill and empty. "How about for people who live here?"
The worry washed away from his face. "Come on in."
Jennifer crossed the threshold and gazed at the picture-perfect recreation of her home. It was the same furniture. The same green carpet. It lacked some of the blemishes and nicks that came from two decades of having been lived in, but it somehow maintained the same smell. The old Erica described it as potato chips and cleaning spray. Jennifer hadn't realized how much she missed the unique odor.
The sheriff's double shut the door and fiddled with his hands. "Would you like some Diet Coke? I've kept it stocked just in–"
"I know it's not your fault. It's not your fault my dad is dead."
The sheriff nodded and held his breath.
Jennifer looked up at the ceiling and shook her head. "You even have his ticks. He would always hold his breath when he was nervous."
The sheriff let out a big puff of air. His breath had the scent of onion bagels on it. Jennifer ignored the melty feeling the familiarity brought on. "I know I'm a hypocrite for befriending… the new Erica and not caring about you. It makes me a terrible person."
The sheriff instinctively drew closer but stopped short. It was as if there were a force field around her, but a large part of her brain wanted him to break the invisible barrier. She fought back the tears with gusto.
"I remember everything. Not just from my life on the Realm of Souls. I've got all the memories and feelings that your father had. Every scraped knee and every broken heart."
The sheriff offered his hand beyond the personal space barrier. Jennifer let go of the anxiety and fear. She took a deep breath and linked her fingers with the gruff, familiar, calloused hand of her father.
"I care about you just as much as your real father did."
Jennifer coughed and continued to fight tooth and nail against the waterworks. "I know. And that's why shutting you out makes me a terrible person."
Sheriff Norris gave a half smile. "I know all your dirt, honey. There are plenty of other things that make you more terrible than shutting me out."
Jennifer laughed and the tears burst through. She let them trickle out in a flood of relief.
Jennifer wiped her face with her sleeve. "You're the absolute worst."
The sheriff chuckled. "Let's get you a tissue and a drink."
The next few minutes felt like old times. After recounting the hotel where she'd stayed for the last two nights to avoid Erica, Jennifer discussed school, sports, and Dhiraj with her father. He soaked up every word and made the entire experience like a dream come true. Jennifer knew that her dad would never be back, but maybe Dhiraj was right. Maybe a fake father figure was better than nothing at all.
Jennifer rapped her fingernails against the laminated marble lookalike of the kitchen island. "I'm not sure what I'm supposed to do. I've pushed everybody away."
Sheriff Norris swallowed another bite of onion bagel and looked into her eyes. "Not everybody. You could talk to Erica in the next five minutes and everything would be straightened out. Give Natalie a couple of days, she's bound to snap out of it. And Dhiraj–"
"Who won't even look at me right now."
The sheriff flashed a knowing grin. "He's just trying to be manly. Blink your eyelashes at him a few times and he'll be putty in your hands."
Jennifer laughed and could feel her face getting flush. She couldn't remember the last time she'd felt so happy. As her faux-father joined in, she noticed something.
Jennifer leaned in. "What's wrong?"
The sheriff blinked. "What do you mean?"
"You just held your breath again."
He put up his hands. "No I didn't."
Jennifer braced on her elbows and shifted even further forward. "It goes two ways. You can tell what I'm thinking, but I can read you, too. Tell me what's making you nervous."
Now her father was starting to get flushed. The apple didn't fall far from the tree.
"Have I ever told you that you'd make a good private investigator?"
Jennifer stuck out the tip of her tongue. "Every year when I figure out what Christmas presents you're getting me two weeks early. What are you hiding from me, old man?"
The sheriff took a step back. "We were having such a nice moment, I didn't want to ruin things."
Jennifer's throat closed up and her pulse began to quicken. "You know something. And it's big."
The sheriff nodded.
Jennifer slapped her palms on the countertop. "You need to tell me!"
Sheriff Norris groaned and ran his hands through his hair. "Okay! I apologize in advance."
"You're making me nervous."
"The General made contact with me and the other dark souls."
Jennifer heart plummeted. "When?"
"A few times. There's going to be an attack. It'll be devastating. It could tear the world apart."
Jennifer slowly lowered her hands off the counter. "And you're not supposed to be telling me, are you?"
The sheriff shook his head. "Of course not." Jennifer pushed back from the island and stood up quickly, letting her chair fall to the ground. She dashed across the room and pulled her phone from her purse. "I need to call Erica and we need to figure out how to stop it."
"It's going to be at the–"
"The Summit. I figured."
The sheriff squinted.
Jennifer unlocked her phone and looked up. "As you said, I should be a private eye."
She was about to shoulder her purse and go running through the front door when something internal stopped her. Instead, she walked across the room and wrapped her arms around her father's neck.
"You betrayed him to tell me. I understand that." She kissed him on the cheek. Like always, his stubble tickled her lips. "Thank you."
The sheriff squeezed her. "Be careful."
She pulled herself free. "Aren't I always?"
"No. No, you aren't."
Jennifer smirked and shut the front door behind her on the way out.
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Travis breathed as quietly as humanly possible as he watched Ted Finley's bedroom window through a pair of binoculars. Even though he was nearly a block away and under the cover of an overzealous pine tree, he didn't need some nosy neighbor to overhear him and rat him out. Since he'd forced Natalie to tell the truth, neither of them had made contact. Travis wasn't planning to until he had evidence. A paper trail proving that Ted was involved in some shady business would be just the thing.
Travis relaxed his eyes for a few beats. "I prove Ted didn't come back right. Nat sees I'm a hero again. She forgets the ex, and comes back for–"
Movement caught Travis' eye and he focused back up through the binoculars. The light went out in Ted's room, and the supposed hero leaned over the windowsill. In the blink of an eye, Ted went zipping through the sky and the window shut behind him.
Travis cracked his neck. "There we go. Let's hope you're not going to the corner store for some milk." He paused. "Or heading to Nat's house for some... unthinkable."
Travis stretched his back and noticed a buzz in his pocket. He pulled out his phone and read the text message from Erica.
"Emergency meeting at the lair. Tell no one."
Travis pressed and held the power button until the screen went black. "Sorry, gang. More important fish to fry."
Despite the aches and weariness of two sleepless nights, Travis made his silent trek across several backyards with ease. Previous snooping attempts had clued him into the range of all the automatic lights, and following the pattern he'd made in his head meant he didn't trigger a single one.
"If NFL linebacker doesn't work out, I'll make a killer cat burglar. Minus the leather pants, of course."
Travis reached the side of the house. The footholds where Erica, Natalie, and whatever other people had taken the path upward were pretty apparent even in the dim light of the quarter moon. As he stepped on the middle rung in the aluminum siding ladder, he felt the metal start to give way. Travis gently pulled himself upward.
"Light as a feather. Strong as a bull."
The foothold stayed in place, but Travis didn't want to be the next person who took the same path. With a nimble pull and roll, Travis entered Ted Finley's room without making a peep.
He pressed on the headlamp around his forehead and lowered it to just above eye level. He couldn't tell if his heart was pounding from the jog and climb or if it was the blatant law-breaking. "Oh, incriminating evidence? Come out, come out wherever you are."
Travis went straight to the desk and began rummaging through the drawers. Aside from some blank loose leaf and envelopes, there wasn't even an errant crumb to be found.
"Don't they say a clean room is the sign of a deviant mind? I just wish it were enou–"
Travis' light caught a photograph hung on a corkboard on the wall behind the desk. It was the entire gang. Travis remembered the day like it was last Tuesday. Following the rescue mission to the Realm of Souls, the group had gone on a picnic. Sitting on a dilapidated wooden table, Travis had his arm around Natalie, who was laughing about something. Dhiraj and Jennifer were facing one another with that creepy "I love you more than life" smile they always seemed to have on their faces. The only person even facing the camera was Ted. It was as if the hero was saying, "If you're seeing this picture late at night and you're not supposed to be here, I'm watching you."
Travis took the picture off the wall and laid it face down on the desk. "You don't get to judge me, Finley. You're the cheater."
Travis turned toward the bed and noticed a strange creaking noise on a particular section of the floor. He put his weight back on the spot several times, and the same sound repeated itself each time.
"What do we have here, precious?"
Travis went down to his knees and noticed a square of carpet that had been completely cut away from the rest of the rug. He felt around the corner with his fingers and pulled. Removing the carpet revealed a likewise loose piece of floorboard.
Travis smiled. "Suspicious much?"
He opened the floor like it was a gift on Christmas morning. Travis shined the light on the contents of the hidden vault.
His forehead wrinkled. "The books. I thought they were in the lair."
Travis pulled his sleeve up over his hand so he could examine them without making contact. Erica had told him stories of Mr. Redican and his efforts to enhance his mind control powers using one of the books.
"But why would Ted need the books if he already has power? Why would he keep it a secret?"
"You're not supposed to be there."
Travis nearly jumped out of his skin when he heard the voice crackle over an intercom. He took a long breath to try to slow down his pulse.
"Dhiraj. You scared the crap out of me. Ted has you working security for him?"
The reply was as robotic as the first warning had been. "You're not supposed to be there."
Travis stood and put up his hands. "Ok. Fair enough. But you should probably get some sleep. Then you wouldn't sound like a cylon and you'd remember that Ted gave me permission to go in here."
"Who are you working for?"
Travis laughed. "What is this, an interrogation?"
A gust of air burst through the window, accompanied by Ted Finley. "No. It's an execution."
Ted grabbed the intruder by the shirt. Before Travis could react, he was tossed through the open window. Cold evening air stung like a dagger as his headlamp went flying and he plummeted to the ground. His ankle turned from the impact, sending a tight, stabbing pain up his calf. His muscles tensed as he attempted to put weight on his injured leg. The backyard safety light came on, blinding Travis for a moment, until all the lights in every house on the block went out at once. In the faint shimmer of moonlight, Travis could see his assailant floating out of the second story window from which he'd just been tossed.
"Fact-finding mission, over."
Travis ignored the pain and awkwardly sprinted across the grass. As his heart pounded, the pieces of the puzzle began falling into place. Travis reached his parking space in a nearby cul-de-sac and opened the front door.
"It's not him. He needs the books because it's not Ted."
As his key went into the ignition, Travis felt a sensation of weightlessness. It only lasted for a second as his now-floating vehicle flipped upside down and slammed onto the pavement below. Shattered glass and blood filled Travis' vision as he landed hard on his neck and shoulder. The fall had been high enough to shatter the windshield, but not so far as to shatter his bones. He grunted and wormed his way back onto the pavement.
"Just what my insurance company needed. Another 'Act of God' to raise my premiums."
When he was all the way out, Travis pressed up on his elbows and ran away from the mangled vehicle. The adrenaline was all that kept him from completely toppling over. He reached for his phone and tried to dial, but it remained completely shut off.
He pressed down hard on the power button and reached the dirt and forest of the nearby pond. "You try to unplug for one second…."
Travis looked for a tree to hide under, but they were all completely bare. He looked right and left, but there was nothing to offer sanctuary. When he turned back to his right, Ted's imposter was there.
Travis flew backwards off the ground and slammed so hard into a thick tree that he could feel both the trunk and his back fracture at the same time. Travis could no longer feel his legs. He would've collapsed onto the ground for sure if the fake hero hadn't kept him suspended in the air.
The villain who looked like Ted walked slowly toward him. He had a look on his face Travis could best describe as disappointment.
"It really is a shame you found me out, Travis. I actually like the whole 'bully with a heart of gold' act. I relate."
Travis stared into Ted's eyes and gave his best attempt at a smirk. "Man, you must be compensating for the tiniest pair of all time. Bet you have to wipe Natalie's mind after she laughs–"
Ted flicked his wrist and promptly broke Travis' arm.
The scream echoed through the woods, but Travis doubted that anyone would hear him. Anybody who did wasn't likely to last very long.
His breath was labored. His pulse was through the roof. But he kept his eyes focused on the pure evil before him.
"Big man. Had to use superpowers to get a girlfriend. Bet you're real proud of yourself."
Travis floated away from the tree and rotated slightly toward the right.
The imposter sighed. "Sticks and stones will break my bones. Actually, they'll break yours."
Once again, Travis flew straight backward. He barely even felt the wide, sharp branch as it impaled his back and exited through his midsection. He wondered if Natalie would miss him as the world went black.
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Ted's shoulder was starting to feel better after two days of rest. Unfortunately, that means the pangs of starvation and thirst were now taking the lead in the pain parade. For the first day, Ted attempted to use his powers to escape with every available moment, just in case the half-dozen around-the-clock guards all sneezed or closed their eyes at once. They'd learned well from Pluric's mistake, so they ensured multiple pairs of eyes were on Ted at any given moment.
He sat in the corner of his grungy cell with shackles hanging from his wrists and calves. If anybody had been keeping his true identity a secret, it seemed the cat was finally out of the bag.
He swallowed as well as his dry throat would allow. "You know what I could really use? A granola bar. Nothing fancy. Maybe something with chocolate chips or dried fruit in it?"
Despite countless conversation starters over the last 48 hours, none of the guards had taken the bait. They simply stared at him. He'd gotten over the self-consciousness halfway through the first day of captivity.
"I always wondered how you guys completely neutered my powers while the dark souls who crossed over just barely kept me in check." Ted tried to scratch an itch on his likely infected back, but the chain wouldn't allow him to reach. He rubbed the troublesome area against the stone wall instead. "My theory is that Nigel and his merry men were only at half-power. They could stop my power like intercepting a pass, but it still let me do cool flips and stuff. I could show you if you just turned around for a hot second."
The guards didn't move an inch.
Ted sighed. "You can't blame a guy for trying. Anyway, you guys are on your home turf. You're the full-blooded dark souls, so even a little glance turns me into the equivalent of a puppy."
Ted paused for effect. "Or whatever you call a baby Lychos. A Lychie?"
The door to Ted's cell opened with the sound of stone scraping against stone. A wave of air entered that was slightly less dank than the air he'd been breathing. Ted inhaled deeply, trying to enjoy the simple pleasures of captivity. A new squad of troops accompanied the relatively fresh air. They wore enough armor to make one soldier indistinguishable from his brethren. The one in front held out a data pad that looked like a more advanced version of the tablets they had back home.
Ted attempted to clear his throat, but the noise he made was more pathetic than attention-grabbing. "I was wondering when the waiter would get here. I'll take the calamari and one granola bar, please."
The soldier with the device straightened his spine and spoke loudly. "Ted Finley, you are to be tried before Judge Tristance for the crime of treason. Your execution by hanging is scheduled immediately after. Do you understand?"
Ted raised an eyebrow. "So, the hanging is already scheduled? Even though the trial could go either way?"
It was tough to tell through the dark soul's helmet, but he detected a trace of a smirk. "We're optimistic. This way."
The guards unchained him from the wall and led him from the cell. With most of them boring holes straight into his back with their pointed stares, Ted knew his chances of escape were close to zero. His legs ached to be stretched, but he assumed they weren't going to stop for a yoga break prior to his hanging. Well before they reached the door to the outside of the castle, he could hear the chanting of a raucous crowd. They all wanted him dead, and each of them had the power to extinguish his greatest strength. Even without the fogginess brought on by thirst and hunger, Ted wasn't sure there was much of a plan to be formulated.
Boos and sneers assaulted him from either side as the guards led him through an aisle in the center of the madness. Ted marveled at the thousands of spectators on hand.
Nice crowd for a fair and completely honest trial.
His legs barely tolerated the rickety wooden steps up to a much sturdier plank. Dangling above the raised surface was a thick, knotted rope. An executioner Ted had been familiar with when he thought he was the all-powerful general stood to the side of the noose. His pale face was punctuated by a wide grin.
A booming voice quieted the crowd. "Silence."
Across the courtyard and at the same height as Ted sat the dour, authoritative Judge Tristance. Ted could detect the impatience in his voice.
Maybe he has a golf game to get to.
"Fellow dark souls, we have a traitor in our midst."
Ted turned to the executioner. "Not exactly an impartial judge, is he?"
The hangman's grin widened. "File a complaint."
The booming voice echoed against the wall of the castle. "Ted Finley is better known by another name to our people: the living soul."
The crowd sent their deafening vitriolic hate in Ted's direction. He was tempted to flip them the bird, but that might have been the hunger pulling the strings. The anger from the onlookers subsided as they anticipated the continuation of the judge's speech.
"The living soul has infiltrated our forces, posing as the General and attempting to kill second-in-command Pluric Xanivere. The charge is high treason. Ted Finley, state your case."
Ted coughed twice and attempted to muster the necessary volume. "Thank you, Tristy. I'm honored, and this award is really something I share with all of you. First of all, I'd like to thank my paren–"
"Keep. It. Short." The powerful voice would've caused Ted to gulp if he'd had the ability to do so.
He nodded. "Sure thing, Trance. Look, everybody, I didn't choose to be the living soul. I didn't choose to have my mind wiped and parade around like the General for the last few months." He stared down into the center of the crowd. "But you have a choice. This war has been going on for far too long, and I'm the only one who seems to want to end it." Ted raised his hands as high as they would go and reached forward. "If you stop this farce of a trial and join me, I promise that you'll see peace in your lifetime."
Utter silence filled the space.
I did it. I changed their minds!
Ted blinked a few times to sharpen his focus. When he did, he saw hundreds of faces seething with quiet anger.
Ted's eyes darted back and forth. "I'll pay you?"
The spectators erupted in hatred once more until the judge shut them down.
"Add bribery to the list of charges."
The executioner piped up. "I'll make the noose extra tight."
Judge Tristance somehow raised his voice. "Since there is no compelling argument to the contrary, Ted Finley, I sentence you to death by hanging. Immediately."
Ted didn't have any wisecracks left. He didn't say a word as the executioner fitted the knot around his neck. His breathing grew slow as he shut out all the noise that threatened to swallow him whole.
I wish I could've said goodbye. I'm sorry, Mom and Dad. Sis. Dhiraj. Erica. Nat. I've failed you.
The executioner walked to the side of the plank where a long, wooden lever pointed diagonally up. He placed his hand around the handle and threw his smile in Ted's face one more time.
I'm sorry.
The hangman pulled the lever down.
Time ticked by in milliseconds. The platform gave way, sending Ted straight down. He looked out upon the crowd, which stared straight back at him. The moment where the rope snapped tight approached. It grew nearer and nearer… but it never happened.
Just before the noose was about to snap his neck or begin choking him to death, Ted Finley froze in midair. His irises shot wide open. He was hovering above the angry crowd of dark souls, and somehow, his powers appeared to be working at full blast.
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Natalie sat over the side of the bathtub and iced her achy knee. Since her secret tryst with Ted had made itself known to Travis, she hadn't stopped working out. After the 75th full-court suicide of the afternoon, her right knee started screaming in pain. Drenched in sweat and with a heart that was about to explode for two distinct reasons, she drove herself home and secluded herself in the bathroom.
Natalie had been the villain in dozens of gymnasiums around the state of Pennsylvania. She was the one who was going to come to town and crush the dreams of the basketball hopefuls on the court and the fans screaming their lungs out in the stands. She'd been in games where the opposing crowd booed her every single time she got the ball. None of that stuff fazed her.
And now I'm actually the bad guy. I'm the worst person alive.
Her hallucinations had paused for the time being. She supposed the stabbing guilt was enough torture.
Ted had tried to text her multiple times in the last two days. She ignored every last one of them. Her phone had buzzed again when she first sat down to tend to her injury. Erica was calling an emergency meeting.
"Heroes don't need the bad guy on their side today."
The sulking went on for another 15 minutes when the phone buzzed again. Her pain, the ice, and the world around her faded away when she read the text from Travis.
"Spot of our 3rd kiss. I love you."
It was a full week after Natalie and Travis had full-on made out in the kitchen of the summer team camp. As much as she might deny it, she'd been thinking about having his hands all over her body ever since. This was the cult member who'd shot her with a rubber bullet. The douchebag football player who made the nerds and band geeks duck for cover in the hallway. All things being equal, she'd rather punch him in the face than have him anywhere near her. And yet….
Natalie was alone in the women's gymnasium. She dribbled the ball twice and put up another free throw. It swished with ease.
"That's 35."
A slow clap echoed through the gym. She turned toward it as she gathered the ball for her next shot. Sure enough, it was the blockhead who'd been running around her mind all week.
Travis had a look on his mug like he owned the place. "35 in a row. Every single one a swish. I think you have too much time on your hands."
Natalie lined up for the next shot. Her heart began to pound faster. "This from the guy who's been creepily staring at me from behind the bleachers. Now, if you don't mind–" Natalie swished number 36 "–I'm busy."
As she grabbed the ball once again, Travis nodded his approval. "I can see that. I just thought we could talk about last week."
Natalie palmed the ball and turned her full attention on Travis. He was chiseled, she'd give him that. His body was a far cry from the baby-fat love handles of Ted Finley. Natalie composed herself and glared. "I figure I should face you. That way you can't shoot me in the back with a rubber bullet."
Travis ignored the comment and began removing his shirt.
"What the hell are you doing?"
His six-pack abs looked like they'd been grown in a lab. No normal human being could be that defined.
Travis smirked. "Getting your attention. Take a break and come to center court so we can… have a conversation."
Natalie grunted. She tossed the ball with all her strength right at Travis.
He caught the ball with one hand. "Now you've gotta come over here if you want to keep playing."
Natalie stormed to mid court, where Travis had planted himself right in the center circle. He placed the ball in front of his stomach and Natalie attempted to wrench it away. The ball barely budged and Travis put his hands over hers.
She wanted to pull away, but the feeling of his skin on hers cemented her in place.
Natalie growled. "The kiss was a mistake. You're terrible and you should take a jog down the center of the freeway."
Travis moved his hands to Natalie's waist. Her heart jumped and she dropped the ball, which bounced to the sideline as he pulled her close.
Against her better judgment, she looked into his eyes. "I. Don't. Like. You."
She hoped like hell that he couldn't feel her racing heart.
He breathed heavily. "Prove it."
As he turned his head and moved toward her mouth, she didn't pull away. Natalie closed her eyes and parted her lips. His mouth pressed tightly against hers and she wrapped her arms around his neck. He kissed her so deeply and took the breath out of her lungs so completely that time became irrelevant. Half an hour later they remained in that center court circle when Travis finally pulled away.
Natalie reached for him. "Wait."
Travis took in a deep breath. "My lungs forgot how to work, Dormer. We've gotta stop if I'm gonna live through this."
Natalie moved closer. "Don't tempt me."
Travis laughed. "Look. I know you don't like me very much, but there's a whole month of summer left. This could be an ongoing thing."
Natalie considered her options. Dhiraj was spending all his time playing good little money husband with Jennifer. Ted was off saving the country from natural disasters. While training sessions with Erica were grueling, it wasn't like they were best friends or anything.
Natalie sighed. "Fine. It stays between you and me, though. I've got a reputation to uphold."
Travis grinned. "And what reputation is that?"
"Girl who doesn't hang out with douchebags. Now, are you gonna let me finish practicing?"
"I thought that's what we were doing."
Natalie unlocked the side door of the gym. Her footsteps echoed throughout the pitch-black room. She turned on the flashlight on her phone and walked behind the bleachers to flip on the lights.
With a loud thump, the overhead fluorescents came to life.
Natalie's heart trembled in her chest. "Travis? Are you in here?"
The echoes of her questions reverberated off the walls, but there was no response. As she walked around the bleachers, she saw someone standing motionless in the middle of the court. Travis was wearing a clean white t-shirt and facing away from her.
Natalie slowly walked toward him. "I'm sorry. I don't know how else to say it."
Travis remained silent.
"I should've told you right away. I'm completely ashamed. You're allowed to be mad at me forever if you want."
Natalie reached the edge of the mid court circle. "But I don't want you to be."
Travis remained motionless and quiet.
Natalie put her hand on his shoulder. "The silent treatment isn't helping anyone."
As she turned him toward her, it all became clear. The vacant eyes. The cold of his skin. The thick red circle in the middle of his abdomen. The body of Travis Conner collapsed, and Natalie caught it before it hit the ground.
Her body shook as she looked at Travis' face. "Travis? Travis?!"
He was cold. He was gone.
Natalie screamed. Her voice echoed loudly throughout the empty room as tears flowed from her eyes. "No, no, no, no, no! Travis, please!"
Natalie crumpled to the ground in a sitting position, her boyfriend's body slumped into her lap.
She waited for what she hoped was a vision to disappear. Natalie's diaphragm heaved as she looked in all directions, attempting to find reality again.
"It can't be real." She shut her eyes tight. "Please don't let it be real."
Seconds passed. Then minutes. The dread settled in deep.
"Please."
There was nothing left for her to do. She placed her head on his chest and silently wept into his shirt.
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Erica knew this day would come, but that didn't make it any easier. Ever since Ted made the deal that spared the lives of her and Natalie, she'd been waiting for the dark souls to make their move. What she didn't expect is that the General would be able to communicate with his soldiers.
"He's rallying them." She paced back and forth in the empty lair. "He must have another gatekeeper. Or some way to get a signal across. If we could only cut it off–"
The buzz of the front gate turned Erica's attention toward the camera monitor. Jennifer stood there with her arms crossed. Erica ignored the shiver of nervousness and pressed the entry button.
Her estranged friend took a few steps inside and stopped as soon as she saw the lair's lone inhabitant. The gate clicked shut and locked behind her.
Several seconds of silence passed between them. Without words, Erica jogged up the stairs and wrapped Jennifer in the largest hug she could muster. Jennifer's body relaxed into hers.
Erica squeezed tighter. "I'm sorry I went to him behind your back. I should've cleared it with you first."
Jennifer nodded, her chin tapping lightly against Erica's shoulder. "I overreacted. About everything, it seems. At least now we know the bad guys' evil plan." She pulled back and looked into Erica's eyes. "That means we can stop it, right?"
Erica tried to look assertive and confident. It didn't work, given how quickly Jennifer's shoulders slumped.
"We always come up with a plan. When Ted gets here, we'll figure it out."
Jennifer glanced at the digital red clock that featured prominently on the wall. "You'd think the guy who can fly would get here first."
Another buzz brought their eyes to the camera once again. Ted and Dhiraj stood outside.
Erica's eyebrows danced. "If it isn't our difficult boyfriends."
Jennifer sighed and walked down the stairs to press the entry button. Ted and Dhiraj gave a casual greeting before strolling all the way in. Ted gave Erica a peck on the cheek, but Dhiraj walked by Jennifer like she didn't exist.
Erica decided to save her scowl for a more appropriate time. "Do you guys know where Nat and Travis are?"
Ted rolled his eyes. "No, but I'm pretty sure it rhymes with 'fake-up hex.'"
Erica punched him in the arm and brushed past him. "You're an idiot." She sat down in one of the plush executive chairs in front of a high-tech computer screen. "Shall we get down to business?"
Ted nodded and sat across from her. Dhiraj didn't move a muscle until Ted got comfortable. There was something off about him, but Erica assumed it had to do with the lover's quarrel. This wasn't the time to bring up petty squabbles.
"Sheriff Norris says the big play for the dark souls is the Summit. Seems like they plan to slap a few tattoos on all the world leaders behind closed doors and take over their bodies."
Ted squinted. "I don't get it. The White House is gonna be completely secure. Even if they overran the place, most of them would be killed before they reached the main–"
Jennifer cleared her throat. "We don't know how many they've already got on the inside, Ted. One Secret Serviceman who was part of your special deal could be enough to pull the whole thing off."
Ted put up one hand. "Fine, then I'll stop it from happening."
Erica gripped her armrests so tightly, she thought they might tear off. "You're not getting it. They need to cancel the Summit. All those world leaders in one place–"
"The President isn't gonna go for that. Most of the leaders are already in tow–"
"Why are you pushing back on this?" Erica dug her fingernails into the leather. "We're talking about the end of the world, here. You started it, and now we're going to finish it."
Ted stood up and used his powers to knock over his chair. As it skidded across the ground, he turned away from them. "That's what this is all about. I chose to save you and Natalie. I took the only deal I could."
Erica wrenched her hands outward, tearing off both armrests at once. "No. You could've sacrificed two people to save two billion."
Dhiraj spoke in a measured tone. "As soon as he breaks the deal, he won't be able to send any more over."
Jennifer pounded her fist on a nearby table. "It won't matter! If we don't stop them here, they're going to win."
As Jennifer stared icicles into Dhiraj and Ted pouted at his lack of control, Erica was the first to notice the red light of the perimeter alarm. The indicator sound came next as the four of them all looked toward the front camera monitor. A pack of two dozen strangers was beating down the nondescript door that usually hid their lair. The secret was out.
"Battle stations, everybody!" Erica cringed at the sound of collapsing metal that came from the front gate. "Jen and Dhiraj, the stun guns. Ted?"
He nodded. "Hide and havoc. Got it."
Ted flew across the room and opened a chamber behind a one-way window. Jennifer opened a compartment between two computer monitors and pulled out several dart guns. Erica watched as she handed one to Dhiraj. He didn't even look at her as he took it.
The sound of crashing metal grew louder and a different alarm sounded with Dhiraj's pre-programmed voice.
"Perimeter breach! Perimeter breach!"
Erica ran across the room at top speed to a data pad on the wall behind a rack of dumbbells. By the time she saw the first dark soul reach the stairwell, Erica had her hand around the hilt of the ancient sword.
"It's showtime."
The first wave of intruders received a series of tranq darts. A man in his 40s took one straight to the neck and went face-first down the stairs. A grandmother in what had to be a nightgown was hit in the arm and collapsed in the doorway, only to be trampled by her fellow attackers. When the darts missed their mark, Ted used his protected vantage point to make sure they hit home. In a single wave of three missed darts, Ted's powers sent them right into the backs of the next three dark souls. They collapsed on top of one another in a heap. Before long, and before Erica even needed one swipe of the sword, they'd almost completely blocked the front door with the unconscious bodies of dark souls.
Ted's voice came over the speakers. "Wouldn't want to be here when they wake up."
Erica tightened her grip on the sword. "I don't plan to be." She looked over at Dhiraj and Jennifer, who were reloading their guns. "You guys ready for the next wave?"
Dhiraj nodded and raised his gun. "Locked." With a quick turn of his wrist, Dhiraj shot a dart straight toward Jennifer's ribs. "And loaded."
Jennifer shrieked as the dart pierced her shirt and injected its contents. She collapsed to the ground.
Erica's eyes grew wide as Dhiraj shot another dart in her direction. She easily sliced it in two before she was in any real danger. The disembodied needle cracked harmlessly against the ground.
"You're a dark soul." She looked toward the one-way window. "Ted, you need to put him down!"
Dhiraj fired off several more shots as he walked in her direction. She dispensed with each one and tried to ignore the shifting pile of bodies by the front door. The second wave was coming.
"Ted! I could use some help here!"
The intercom was silent, and Dhiraj continued to approach. Even at point blank range, Erica was able to knock the darts away. When he got too close, Erica halved the gun with ease.
She brought the blade up to his throat. "I'm sorry, Dhiraj."
His eyes looked right through her, as she prepared to end her friend's life. She pushed the blade forward. At least, she planned to. In reality, her hands and the sword failed to move. She tried again, but she remained motionless.
"Ted, Let me do this. I'm putting him out of his misery."
Her hands were no longer in her control and they began to tilt the blade back toward her. Erica's fingers shook as the sharp point redirected itself to her own throat.
"What are you doing? Stop!"
The tip lightly grazed her neck, sending a thin line of blood trickling down to her collarbone. Tears formed in her eyes.
"Ted?"
Laughter echoed throughout the room. Ted Finley exited his chamber. He looked taller somehow. More confident. Erica cursed herself for not seeing it earlier… for not allowing herself to see it.
Her voice turned cold. "The books should've killed you."
The General's smile was so bright she could barely turn away. "I was surprised too, but I had to give it a shot anyway. Pretending to be a powerless living soul was getting on my nerves. Sherriff Norris?"
Around the pile of bodies crept another unknown traitor. The dark soul who looked like Jennifer's dad came into full view.
Erica would've shook her head if she had any control of motor skills. "Your daughter would be really proud if she wasn't lying unconscious on the floor."
The sheriff kept his head down.
The General gestured in Jennifer's direction. "Sheriff, would you be a dear and grab your daughter's gun? Thanks." He placed his hand on Dhiraj's shoulder. "You know, I should thank you, Erica. I'm pretty sure that our encounter long ago made me strong enough to handle your boyfriend's power. As much as you blame Ted for the end of the world, it's really all your fault."
Erica knew there was only one thing she could do. She had to get reinforcements from the other side. With all her might, she tried to force the blade through her own throat.
As soon as she made the effort, the sword clattered to the ground, and her neck remained relatively unscathed.
The General smiled. "No, no, no. You don't get a homecoming party. I want you to stick around. Now give your lover a kiss and mean it."
Erica tried to shut her eyes, but she had no control left. The General moved her body for her, and placed her lips on his. Inside, she wanted to tear his body apart. On the outside, it looked like the only way for her to get oxygen would be through the General's mouth. Tears joined the drying trail of blood down her neck.
The General pulled away and let out a happy sigh. "Ah, young love. You may now shoot her, Sheriff."
Three darts ripped into Erica's right shoulder. With the taste of The General's mouth still on her lips, she fell to the ground and lost consciousness.
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Ted's mouth curled into a smile as he watched the gaping mouths of the crowd before him. The familiar power surged through his body, and he felt the sense that he could control anything that came his way. It buzzed throughout his nervous system at twice the strength he remembered from his first encounter with the power in a greasy spoon diner a world away.
In the silence, Ted concentrated on the rope fibers holding the noose in place. As he pictured them tearing, the constraint around his neck complied and fell harmlessly to the dirt below. He remained stationary a dozen feet above the ground.
Ted shut his eyes and took in a deep breath. "Much better. Should we continue with the trial?"
Several guards broke ranks from the base of the gallows and pulled out their laser weapons. They fired without command and aimed at Ted's face. As quickly as the beams danced across the open space, Ted repelled them back to their source. The weapons exploded, blasting the guards backward into the crowd with a deafening crack.
One scream turned into many, and the non-military spectators ran away from Ted in a panic. Another squad of guards attempted to set up in the insanity, without much success. Those who aimed and fired their weapons were surprised to see Ted redirect the projectiles past his body and into the gallows behind him. His smile widened when he heard the executioner bellow and crash to the ground.
"You know what they say… no noose is good noose." Ted watched the soldiers line up for another crack at him. "What? You're mad that I stole that line from Mel Brooks? Fine. You're grounded."
As the guards were about to pull their triggers, Ted used his powers to force the weapons straight down. With a burst of dirt, explosions, and yelps of pain, the assailants blasted themselves in every direction. Not one of the laser blasts came close to the still-hovering Ted.
The crowd was dissipating while the remaining soldiers attempted to regroup. Ted spied Judge Tristance frozen in place at the top of his judicial pedestal. With a spin of his body and a twist of his hands, the base of the structure cracked and snapped. It toppled over, sending the judge flying and scattering half of the troops.
"Justice is mighty wobbly these days."
The other soldiers commanded larger weapons and seemed to hope a coordinated strike would be too much for the hero to handle.
Ted smirked. "I don't want to give you guys false hope…."
He spun his right hand in a swirling arc. A powerful wind formed around the troops and blew the dust into a thick cloud around them. The wind turned into a mini-tornado and sucked the soldiers up into its funnel. When Ted could see that none of the dark souls remained on the ground below his man-made twister, he stopped his hand firm, sending the fighters straight down to the unforgiving land below. The sound of equipment and bones breaking filled the air. Ted floated himself back down to the dirt and took a satisfying look at the devastation he'd caused. The General in him wondered just how long it would take for the army to recover. Ted suppressed the thought as soon as it revealed itself.
"I'd love to stay and take a few pictures, but I really must be–"
"You shouldn't be able to do this."
Limping into view was the torturer himself, Pluric Xanivere. Ted hadn't seen him since their tussle a few days earlier, and the injuries the dark soul had sustained made him look more bruise than man.
Ted shrugged. "What can I say? I like to subvert expectations."
Pluric sneered and pointed directly at the hero's head. "Play time is over."
Ted could feel the torturer's power touch his mind. The dark soul's concussion was fully healed, and his ability was at full strength as it met Ted's thoughts, dreams, and memories. His mind closed itself off like a steel trap. Ted could feel the intrusion bounce off his now-armored thoughts.
Pluric screamed. "You were built with a weakness to dark souls! It was supposed to preserve balance!"
Ted yawned. "Looks like too much exposure gave me some kind of immunity. That's really too bad for this war you guys are fighting. What's your plan, anyway?"
Ted gestured in Pluric's direction and entered the torturer's mind. Beyond the surface thoughts and the dark soul's hatred, Ted found the entire operation in explicit detail.
His features turned grim. "Holy crap. You're trying to take over Earth."
Pluric forced a smile through the uncomfortable sensation of having his thoughts perused. "And you're too late. All the power will be on the General's side in just hours–"
Ted closed his hand and the light went out of Pluric's eyes. It took less time than he expected to wipe the torturer's mind completely. He went from evil dictator's henchman to blank slate almost instantly.
Ted rubbed at his mouth. "Why don't you go walk off of something very tall?"
Pluric nodded slowly before turning and walking mindlessly in the other direction. Ted felt no satisfaction from sending the enemy off to his probable death.
He ran his hands through his hair. "They can't stop me anymore. But if they pull this off, it might not matter."
Ted pointed five feet ahead of him with one finger. What had once been the difficult task of creating a portal happened with ease. The blue shimmering light cast a cold hue on the side of the castle walls.
Ted took one last look at the scene of the bungled execution. He could've been a corpse if his powers hadn't found a way to emerge in time. Erica had told him time and time again that all dark souls could nullify his powers.
I guess the rules just changed.
Ted floated one of the laser blasters off a severely injured soldier and into his hand.
"I always wanted to take the White House tour."
Ted took one last deep breath before all-out sprinting into the shining blue portal to Earth.
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Dhiraj looked down at his shaking hands as he put one foot in front of the other. The index cards bent back and forth as he tried to get back to the General's dressing room before the Summit began.
"No." Dhiraj's voice shuddered. "It's Ted's room. That's not the General."
He tried to access the evidence that would prove his friend was on the other side of the White House hallway, but true and false thoughts alike battled for control of his brain.
Dhiraj attempted to smile, but only half of his lips curled. "I'll just call Jen. She'll straighten it out for me." As he reached for his pocket, his hand froze. "I shot Jen. She could be dead and my zombified brain wouldn't even know."
Dhiraj gained the upper hand for only a few seconds as he placed one of his hands on the wall. "I'm being controlled. This isn't me. I have to warn…"
Dhiraj's face grew pale. "Erica and Jen are hundreds of miles away. Nat's mourning Travis, who's dead because of me." He looked down at the index cards of a speech that would end the world. "There's nobody left to warn."
"Dhiraj, is that you?"
The voice of the General and the reach of his power ceded control back to the untruth as Dhiraj passed by a Secret Serviceman and opened the chamber.
It was a lavish room filled with red satin and the aroma of fruit baskets. The dark soul pretending to be Ted Finley hadn't touched a single one of the international gifts bestowed upon him. The General mouthed the words of the speech in front of the mirror. He looked positively giddy in his new, high-end tuxedo.
Dhiraj's shaking resumed as he approached the side of the soon-to-be-speaker. The General spun and smiled. "How do I look, best friend?"
Dhiraj presented the index cards. "I m-m-made the changes you wanted."
The General took the notes and slipped them into his jacket pocket before crossing his arms. "Dhiraj, how is this supposed to be any fun with you putting up so much resistance?" The General waved one hand and Dhiraj felt his real thoughts gently float away.
A full smile replaced his frown. "You look like a million bucks, Ted. Maybe 1.2 million." Any doubt in Dhiraj had vanished, replaced by a joyful glee. "Do you know how many connections I'm gonna make here? It's like extreme international networking!"
The General returned Dhiraj's smile. "There's the Indian bestie I know and love." A knock on the door and the entrance of four more Secret Servicemen cued Dhiraj to the impending presence of President Blake.
The commander-in-chief entered the room with his arms open wide, as if he hoped to hug every molecule he came into contact with.
"Boys, are you ready to be a part of something special?"
Dhiraj nodded like a wind-up toy. "Are we ever! Do you think the Prime Minister of Japan would like a Ted vs. Gozilla movie franchise? I was kind of hoping to talk his ear off about it."
President Blake raised an eyebrow in the General's direction.
The Ted lookalike shrugged. "It's either mopey, tortured sidekick, or overly enthusiastic manager. Those are the choices."
President Blake took the General's shoulder and talked in low tones. He was still loud enough for Dhiraj to hear.
"The foreign leaders aren't going to be so obviously screwed up, are they? I don't want the military head of Russia to know something's up and fire a nuke in our direction, capeesh?"
Dhiraj's mind started to come back into focus. He knew he wasn't there to accompany his friend as a manager or confidant. He was there to make things look normal before a mass killing.
The doubt left almost as quickly as it came, and Dhiraj vowed to keep smiling. If another moment of confusion came up, he couldn't let his real emotions show.
The General patted Blake on the back. "No need to worry. There won't be a conflict to speak of. It won't be mind control. My people will take control of everything, and they'll be loyal to you and me."
Blake nodded, but even in his split state, Dhiraj could detect the worry on the President's face.
"I'm sure you're right. Must be the lack of sleep talking."
The General grinned. "With world peace and federal debt loan forgiveness, I see a lot more eight-hour nights in your future, Mr. President."
Blake let out a sigh of relief. "I can't wait. Be ready in five minutes. I want the press to get a ton of pictures of us walking in."
The General flashed a grin. "I wouldn't miss it for the world."
Blake nodded and left with his four guards in tow.
The General's smile deformed into a snarl. "That wretched man. He'd double-cross his own grandmother if it meant he could be President for another term." He turned toward Dhiraj. "Buddy, this could be Ted's memories talking, but you're about the only human whose tongue I don't want to rip out right now. You say what you mean. You're loyal to a fault." He placed his hand on the back of Dhiraj's neck. "There will come a day when I'll have to kill you, and it'll make me very sad to do so. I'm tearing up just thinking about it."
Dhiraj nodded with a vacant smile on his face.
"Now, go be a BFF and get the books prepped in case I need a top-up afterward."
They're in the trunk.
Dhiraj nodded as the General pulled out the cards and started to practice once again. He had no idea where the errant thought came from.
The books are in her trunk.
The General didn't even look Dhiraj's way as he repeated the words of the speech.
Dhiraj squinted as he tried to squeeze some semblance of awareness out of his contorted mind. "Whose trunk?"
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Jennifer rubbed her eyes and swallowed the bad taste in her mouth. She wondered if the dark souls would consider giving them a toothbrush. It wouldn't take her and Erica long to sharpen it into a shiv.
She wasn't sure how long it'd been since her cellmate told her to take a nap. Without windows or a clock, it was impossible to know how many laps Erica had made of their dank room. There were enough clues, however, to determine how many fits of rage her friend had experienced. Three fist-shaped cracks decorated the concrete cell at different corners of the room.
Jennifer's tongue tried to ignore the film covering her teeth. "How long was I out?"
Erica continued walking. She reminded Jennifer of a prowling jungle cat in captivity.
"Five hours. Maybe six."
Jennifer stretched her arms. "Let me take the next shift. You need some sleep."
Erica ignored her. "The Summit's gonna happen any minute now. The dark souls are gonna conquer another planet, and there's nothing we can do about it."
Within the first hour of their incarceration, Erica had suggested Jennifer choke her to death to send her back to the Realm of Souls as a messenger. The subsequent shouting match took the plan off the table. That didn't stop Jennifer from wondering if the plan might be their only hope.
"I'm not giving up yet. Dhiraj will shake out of it, or Ted will.…"
Erica punched the wall for the fourth time. Cracks spread from the impact, but even a thousand right hooks wouldn't get them through the concrete that surrounded them.
She turned toward the wall and let herself slide down to the floor. "I should've known it wasn't Ted."
Jennifer attempted to comb her hair with her fingers. "It wasn't your fault. All of this stuff is so confusing and strange." She looked up and sighed. "Dhiraj was barely even himself and instead of trying to help, I was only thinking about myself."
Jennifer sat by Erica's side. She laid her head on her friend's shoulder. "He's been manipulating us for months. Who knows how much he scrambled our brains to convince us."
Erica softened slightly, curving her body toward Jennifer's. "If I'd never fallen for Ted – if I'd never let my feelings get in the way – I could've kept the world safe."
Jennifer put her arm around Erica's back. "Maybe. Maybe not. He needed you. I needed you. If you were a complete jerk with robot emotions, we never would've trusted you enough to follow you in the first place."
Erica returned the side hug. She nodded and they remained silent for a solid minute.
Jennifer leaned back to take a look into Erica's eyes. "There's only one thing I'm sure of."
"What's that?"
"I'm tired of being a frickin' damsel. Can we get out of here already?"
Erica smiled for the first time since they entered the cell. "Let's test for weaknesses one last time."
As they helped each other to their feet, the door to the cell swung open. Jennifer's eyes grew wide. They met eyes and gazed over to the empty path into the hallway.
Erica laughed. "I'm not even gonna ask. Let's–"
The body of a guard went flying past the door and landed with a thump on the other side. Erica put her arm up to stop Jennifer from moving forward. That's when a familiar face poked his head in.
"Sorry, I would've been here sooner if I could." Sheriff Norris breathed heavily as he leaned against the doorframe.
Mixed emotions blended in Jennifer's stomach. Erica had told her the dark soul version of her father had been the one to take her down. Then again, he appeared to be their only shot of getting out of there.
Erica stared at the Sheriff with daggers in her eyes. "And we're trusting you now because…."
The Sheriff's eyes darted to the hallway and back to them. "The door to your cell is open. An alarm hasn't sounded. The Summit is in less than an hour. I'd say you don't have much of a choice."
Jennifer pushed Erica's arm out of the way. "Good enough for me. Let's go kill your boyfriend's evil clone."
Jennifer walked up to their only ally in the compound socked him in the arm.
Her father's lookalike rubbed at the area. "Ow. That's all I get?"
Jennifer smirked. "Don't tranq my friends. Even if you are playing a double agent."
He nodded. "I'm sorry. It was the only–"
Erica joined them by the doorway. "Get us out of here. Apologies and everything else later."
The sheriff gestured and they followed him past the body of the downed guard. They jogged through two dimly lit hallways and climbed a ladder to the next level.
Erica brought up the rear to make sure the sheriff was on the up-and-up. "Tell me why you're going against your own people."
The sheriff pointed. "This way. The most important thing for the General and the majority of the dark souls is to take over another planet."
Jennifer jogged at a brisk pace to keep up with her father. "And what's the most important thing for you?"
The three of them reached what looked like a dead end until the sheriff opened a hidden panel on the wall and punched in a code. "Your happiness, Jen." He glanced over at Erica. "The dark souls aren't my people. You are."
Jennifer felt warm inside as the door opened. The two guards stationed on the other side were as surprised as she was. The sheriff backhanded one sentry, sending him head-first into a nearby wall. Instinct took over for Jennifer as she kicked the other guard in the crotch. As he bent over in pain, she grabbed the dark soul's neck and flipped him over her shoulder. A swift kick from her father sent the guard flying into the wall beside the other motionless man.
The sheriff grinned and Jennifer's heart swelled.
Erica shook her head. "Thanks for leaving me something to do. Time's a wastin'."
Before they could take a single step, Jennifer and the others heard the loud stomping of reinforcements echoing from the other side of the door they'd opened. Taking down one or two guards was a cinch, but the footsteps sounded like a lot more than two.
The sheriff used the corresponding panel on the door to shut and lock it. He drew his gun. "Keep heading in the same direction and you'll get to the surface."
Jennifer's pulse quickened. "What about you?"
With a heavy crash, a fist-shaped indent appeared in the door.
He didn't turn toward her. "I'm gonna stop the bad guys and you're gonna save the world."
Jennifer didn't hesitate. She ran over to her father's side and kissed him on the cheek. "Good luck."
She didn't need to stay to know the smile that would appear on his face. As she and Erica collected guns from the fallen guards and sprinted toward the top level of the compound, she didn't need to guess how her kiss would make him feel. And when she heard the first wave of bullets break through the reinforced door, Jennifer didn't need to see them to know they'd made impact.
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The General fought hard to keep his face in a neutral position. The real Ted would've been just as giddy sitting next to the surgically enhanced First Lady and several members of the President's cabinet in the White House. Of course, his excitement would have a different reasoning behind it.
The fresh scent of the room contrasted a decor that was supposed to evoke the country's history. Paintings of Colonial times dotted the walls, and if it weren't for the elegant tablecloths and the modern place settings, one might've thought they'd stepped into the 19th Century.
The General pasted a slight smile on top of the goofy happiness he felt as the Secretary of State droned on about something or other. The Ted-lookalike watched the foreign leaders before him. Several of them had been watching him the entire time. After all, this was the first time they'd get a chance to see the real-life superhero in person. He figured none of them knew it would also be their last.
The Secretary of State cleared his throat. "Anyway, I'm sure you didn't come all the way over here to see me."
The polite but honest chuckle percolated through the room. The General's pulse picked up the pace and he barely caught a fork before it began to hover above the table.
Easy, now. It's almost time.
"But before I introduce our hero, there's someone who'd like to say a few words. The President of the United States!"
The General was the first to rise in applause, and the rest of the room followed. Blake's temporary position to rid the U.S. of "aliens" earlier that year had rubbed some countries the wrong way; judging by the reception he was getting from the international leaders, they were willing to let bygones be bygones. Blake soaked in the applause as he strutted the five feet or so to the podium. He shared a warm embrace with the Secretary of State. President Blake had given the General instruction to kill and replace the cabinet as well. He'd said there was no point taking chances.
Blake took in a large breath behind the microphone as the room took its cue to sit. While the General had been extremely successful at keeping his poker face, the Commander-in-Chief looked like he was about to burst with happiness.
"Thank you, Mr. Secretary. Wow. I'm honored by your presence here today. I was just told that this is the largest gathering of state leaders outside the U.N. in the history of mankind."
The attendees clapped loudly. The General mimicked them and shifted in his chair.
"Like most of you in this room, I've been privy to some incredible phenomena in my five decades. The moon landing. The invention of incredible and portable technology. And even a seventh Star Wars movie."
Another round of applause echoed off the walls. The General gnawed on his lip and wondered if he'd ever get to give his speech.
"But I've never seen anything quite like Ted Finley. Ted isn't even old enough to vote and he's already saved the world on multiple occasions. As a leader, you hope to avoid any worldwide catastrophes during your time in office. I'm blessed to have received the exact opposite: a hero who can keep the world safe."
As hands came together one more time, the General kept himself busy by pulling secrets out of the heads of the world leaders. Within a few seconds, he already knew of five mistresses, an impending coup, and three undeclared stockpiles of deadly weapons. The General placed the last secret on the back burner, just in case this operation didn't go as planned.
"In the United States, we like to say that anybody can be a hero given the right circumstances. But it's unlikely that most of us can be as incredible as the hero in our midst. Ladies and gentlemen, I introduce to you, Ted Finley!"
The largest ovation of all pounded the General's eardrums, and he stood up with a smile. The President locked him in a tight embrace before he whispered in his ear.
"Make it short and painless. I actually like some of these guys."
The General gave two quick nods and took his place at the podium. When the applause failed to die down, he was tempted to force the leaders of the world to sit before him. He understood the need for patience, but it felt impossible to curb the anticipation when he was so close to the finish line. He held his borrowed powers in check and grinned like an idiot until the raucous reception died down.
"Thank you, Mr. President. And a big thank you to all of you for being here today. I'd play the game where I ask who traveled the farthest, but I think it might take a little while to figure out the winner."
Most of the room chuckled. The President's cackle was the loudest. The General wondered if the powerful politician would be just as vocal before taking his final breath.
"The President spoke about heroes and singled me out as one. When it comes down to it, I couldn't have done this without my friends."
From the corner of his eye, the General spotted Dhiraj at the far end of the front table. The Indian grinned at his recognition.
"I had a lot of help, and the only way we could've pulled off some of the stuff we did was by working together. That's the message I want to convey here today. Heroes miss out on the chance to be heroes when we fail to unite for a common good."
A group of dignitaries in the front began clapping, which spread to the rest of the room like wildfire. The General imagined how they'd react if they only knew the subtext.
"When the entire world works together, there's no limit to what heroes can achieve. You'll have a lot to think about during today's Summit. You may wonder what you're willing to sacrifice to raise up the world to its true potential." The General's fingers involuntarily tapped the side of the podium. "I promise that if you join me and the President today, you'll experience a level of peace and collaboration the Earth has never experienced. Join me and I promise that you'll thrive!"
The standing ovation was sudden and expected. The President whistled and Dhiraj let out a whoop. The General leaned his head back and felt inside the minds of the Secret Servicemen who lined the perimeter of the room. To ensure a fresh crop of dark souls could crossover, humans would have to do the killing. The General closed his eyes and prepared to flip the mental switch that would turn these lifelong protectors into assassins.
A blast of pain went through the General's chest as he shot backward. He crashed into the wall with so much force that his body made a clean break into the other room. He could barely hear the crowd gasping and screaming over the ringing in his ears. The General squinted hard and when he looked back toward the podium, he could barely believe his eyes.
Just in front of the microphone, Ted Finley crouched in a fighting stance. "I'm sorry, were you not finished? I think you were standing in my spot."
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Erica sensed the outdoor air through the dimly-lit corridor. They were close. She couldn't see much as they banked around another corner at top speed. Erica tried to get a glance at Jennifer's eyes, but they were both moving too fast.
She could lose him again. It's not fair.
If Jennifer was distraught from the gang of guards baring down on her replacement father, she wasn't showing it. For a moment, Erica pictured a world where she hadn't invaded Jennifer's, a timeline in which the girl who loved taking pictures and acting was completely unaware of dark souls and other worlds. Jennifer might have a chance to be happy in that world.
Erica was about to say something when their latest turn put them in front of two guards. Before she could react, Jennifer drew her gun and fired. The sound ricocheted off the wall as the bullet knocked the gun out of one guard's hand. Before the other opponent could get over his shock, Erica sprinted forward and leapt into the air. She spun her foot around in a 360-degree arc, clipping one guard in the neck and the other in the back of the head. They lay motionless on the ground.
Erica looked to her friend, who was silently collecting the guards' weapons. She shook her head. "This is all my fault."
Jennifer gave her a sidelong glance. "The two unconscious guys? Yeah, you did that." She pocketed what looked like a small hand grenade.
Erica rolled her eyes. "I know that. I'm saying you becoming some warrior. That's all my fault. If I hadn't shown up, you'd be editing the yearbook or running track or something." She sighed. "Now you're shooting rocket launchers and kicking bad guys in the junk."
Jennifer finished her looting and cracked half a smile. "If you weren't here, we'd all be dead three times over." She checked her weapon. "Is it ideal that we all had to learn to stop guys twice our size? Probably not. But we're alive. And we're gonna win. No apologies necessary."
Erica would've hugged her right there if she hadn't heard the footsteps of oncoming guards. Either they'd captured Sheriff Norris, or something worse had happened.
Erica breathed out the guilt. "Good. I was tired of feeling sorry for myself. Let's get outta here."
The corridor transitioned from dim to lit as they drew closer to what Erica hoped was an exit. When they turned one more corner, they saw both freedom and the opposite in one split second. The door to the outside world was just 20 feet ahead of them, as were about a dozen armed guards ready to take their heads off. A hail of gunfire slammed into the wall around them as Erica yanked Jennifer back to safety.
A gruff voice called out to them. "It's over, Protector. Surrender now and we'll let your friend live."
Erica's eyes met Jennifer's. The sheriff's daughter had already pulled out the grenade and had her finger on the pin.
Erica raised her eyebrows. "Not yet. We don't know how powerful that thing is. Could bring the building down on us."
Jennifer bit her bottom lip. "You'd survive. You'd get out of here."
Erica loosened her hold on Jennifer's shirt. "For someone who doesn't want me to sacrifice myself, you seem pretty willing to do it for me."
"I don't have anything left, Erica." Jennifer's eyes were devoid of emotion. "Even if we get Dhiraj back, we broke up. My dad is dead, probably twice. Tell me why I should make it out of this alive?"
Erica put her hand out. "Give me the grenade."
Jennifer did nothing for a moment before complying.
"I'll tell you why. Because you're my friend. Because I love you. Because the world wouldn't be worth saving without you."
Jennifer looked to the ceiling. Erica guessed it was to keep herself from crying. If so, it didn't work.
"Now, I'm gonna walk out there with the grenade and see if I can negotiate. Okay?"
Jennifer nodded. "Be careful."
"Aren't I always?"
"No."
Erica hid the pin with her palm and prepared to turn the corner when a flash of blue light illuminated the hall, accompanied by a scream and more gunfire.
"What in the–"
Erica pocketed the explosive and watched the party unfold. An ancient blade moved so quickly around the room that she could barely keep up. With a downward slice, the second dark soul cried bloodless murder and disappeared in a burst of light. Before the other guards could target their attacker, a spin and a thrust went through the legs of another four, sending all of them back to the Realm of Souls.
Jennifer poked her head out from around the corner. "Holy crap."
Erica waved her forward. "Come on."
They ran to assist as the shimmering blade blocked a bullet and plunged into the dark soul's chest. When two of the other guards pulled out their guns, Erica took out one with a swift kick that fractured a femur, and Jennifer once again aimed her foot at a dark soul's privates. Erica finished them both off with several knockout blows to their temples.
As Erica watched in awe, the sword worked its magic three more times, evaporating the guards before they even had a chance to take their last breaths.
With the foes vanquished, Natalie let the heavy forged item clatter to the ground. She knelt to the ground, her chest heaving.
A burst of energy and sound shot out of Jennifer. "Oh my gosh, Nat! You took out like 10 guys in under a minute. How the heck did you do that?"
Erica nodded with approval. "That was pretty freakin' impressive. It's been a long time since I've seen you use that thing."
Natalie took several deep breaths before her face rose to meet them. The pain in her eyes struck Erica immediately.
Natalie gripped the hilt of the sword and got to her feet. "It's time to go."
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Before the General could speak, Ted grabbed the dark soul under his arms and flew at top speed through the wall and into the next room. He felt the impact ripple through his opponent's body and into his own as drywall, wood, and paint broke apart around them. Ted made a fist and flicked his fingers. His powers responded, sending the General through an open door and into a glass-covered portrait on the wall of a red and white hallway. The sound resembled a window breaking as shards fell around Ted's lookalike.
Break his neck. Kill him and it all ends today.
He stalked toward the General and reached the doorway before he froze. Ted tried to shake off the bloodlust, but his pulse was moving a lot faster than his mind.
That's not me talking. It's him.
The General pressed himself up to all fours. A bruise began to rise on right cheek of his familiar face. As the glass crunched under his knees, he let out a low, ominous chuckle.
"You understand it now." The wolf in Ted's clothing stood up. "The need for power. The need for blood. It's part of you."
Ted's vocal cords frayed. "Shut up!"
As he flew straight for the General, the dark soul attempted to block his powers. He was as unsuccessful as the lynch mob had been. Ted's fists cracked the General's collar bone as they made impact, sending the dark soul crashing against the now unprotected painting. The villain's head cracked against the wall and his body skidded to a stop on the floor.
Despite it all, the General kept a smile on his face. "How interesting. I thought I knew how the game worked, but you've changed the rules."
The shards of glass on the floor shot toward Ted with incredible speed. He didn't even flinch as they parted around him and harmlessly bounced against the opposite wall.
Ted stepped closer. "It's over, General. Things are going back the way they should be."
The General's laugh was punctuated by intermittent coughing. "I think the bit of fun I had with your personal life is going to keep that from happening. Please, remember to invite me to the funeral."
Confusion, fear, and rage clouded Ted's mind. "What did you–"
The General leaned back and slammed his hands through the wall behind him. With a grunt, he broke off a ten-foot-wide slab and brought it down in Ted's direction. The solid wall crashed down on Ted's shoulder, sending pain through his arm and back.
With a scream, he broke the wall apart into a million pieces, sending plaster and dust everywhere. The General was nowhere to be seen, but a quick look up revealed a hole in the ceiling.
He's dead. He's dead. He's dead!
Ted flew through the opening and spied the General in the distance. Wind blew through his hair high above the building. The dark soul wobbled as he flew at far less than top speed.
It took Ted just a few seconds to catch up to him and grab hold of his arm. "You're not getting away."
The General laughed in his face. "Make me suffer, Finley."
Ted wrenched the dark soul's arm out of his socket, eliciting a yelp of pain that transitioned into a chuckle.
"This. Isn't. Funny!"
As his blood boiled over, Ted spun his opponent around and used his abilities to send him back toward the roof of the White House. His powers ensured the General made a direct impact.
Ted didn't hesitate, taking the same path the dark soul did, and following it up with a powerful punch to the General's jaw. Now both sides of the lookalike's face were black and blue.
Through his swollen cheeks, the smile continued to make itself apparent. "Is that all you've got? I thought there'd be more."
Ted swung for the face once again, but this time, his opponent caught it. All it took was a simple squeeze for Ted's hand to break in three places.
His eyes watered as he pulled his arm away. Before he could fully retreat, the General jutted his elbow into the middle of Ted's ribs. Another blow led to another break. Ted's scream made fire shoot through his lungs. His heavy breaths only made the pain worse as he floated himself out of arm's length.
The General's grin widened. "What? Hand-to-hand combat not your thing? I thought you wanted a fair fight."
The dark soul's right wrist whipped back against the building, as if it were held there in place by a steel shackle. His attention darted left as the same thing happened to his other hand. The smile finally left his face as his legs likewise pinned against the roof.
Ted controlled his breathing to lower the pain and floated himself back toward the General. "There's never been anything fair about this."
Ted wound up and used his powers to send his good hand into the General's jaw. And then he did it again. A rapid succession of two dozen more punches knocked out teeth and completely obscured the dark soul's eye with swelling. Ted ignored the pain in his hand and throughout his body. All he wanted was vengeance.
As his breathing sped up again and the agony in his ribs increased, Ted pulled back and looked at the evil version of himself. He'd hoped the battle would make him feel better. It hadn't worked.
The General spit blood into a growing puddle on top of the white building. He voice was muffled from his contorted jaw. "It's a pity."
Ted tried to find a comfortable standing position. "What is?"
The General somehow let another smile shine through his broken countenance. "You didn't learn anything from your time in my head." His eyes pointed back down through the hole. "The best plans go off without you even being there."
Ted's heart dropped. "No."
Fear gripped him and lessened the pain as he flew back through the hole and toward the Summit. As he re-entered the room, the silence struck him first. In a meeting that contained over 100 people, most of them the leaders of the free world, every single one of them was motionless. Blood was splattered on the wall, and even the ceiling in a few key areas. The tables where the President, the First Lady, and Dhiraj had sat were conspicuously absent, but the rest of the room screamed carnage.
Ted knelt beside the Secretary of State, who was the closest corpse to him. "He won."
A faint blue light radiated outward from the body beside him, as the dead man took his first breath in a new and dangerous life.
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Dhiraj's mind bounced back and forth between consciousness and the other thing as his feet moved beneath him. He felt like he'd been hustled down at least a dozen staircases after a Secret Serviceman ushered him and the President through a secret passageway. His lungs were being worked to the limit, but his adrenaline was so maxed out he barely noticed. After descending for what seemed like an hour, the man in the dark suit used a fingerprint reader to let them into a concrete hallway. The lights were bright and fluorescent despite the seeming lack of use, and Dhiraj squinted from the change of brightness.
His vacillating mind gave way to a moment of lucidity. "They're dead. They're all dead."
The President didn't flinch as he stood in front of a door that looked like the opening to a bank vault.
Dhiraj's heart threatened to erupt from his chest. "The world leaders. They're dead!"
Whatever hold the General had in his mind evaporated. He looked left and right as if becoming fully conscious for the first time that day. "We're not safe."
The President straightened his tie and kept his eyes facing forward. "It's never safe to be in power. How's that door coming along, Ridley?"
The Secret Serviceman gave a grunt as he entered a lengthy series of numbers into a keypad. "Almost got it, Mr. President."
Dhiraj could hardly breathe. He'd watched it all unfold with a smile pasted on his face. One second, the General was giving an Oscar-worthy performance. The next, the podium was empty and mind-controlled Secret Servicemen started firing. Dhiraj tried to look into Ridley's eyes.
The Presidential employee scrunched up his face. "I'm trying to concentrate."
Dhiraj stared harder. "And I'm trying to figure out if you're going to kill us."
The President placed his hand on Dhiraj's shoulder. "It's done. Nobody else is going to die today."
The door opened with a groan and Ridley ushered them inside. Dhiraj hesitated, but the beefy guard grabbed him by the arm and forced him in. Ridley shut the vault door behind them and locked it with a spin of the wheel.
The lights came on in shifts as soon as they were locked inside. There were rows of high-end computers and monitors that put the lair to shame, millions of dollars worth of equipment and design sitting in front of them. Dhiraj would've been impressed, if he weren't absolutely convinced he'd be dead in less than a minute.
Dhiraj surveyed every nook and cranny of the room in record time. As he hoped to find some flaw in the closed room that could work in his favor, President Blake let out a big yawn and stretched out his arms like a jungle cat who'd just had his daily prey. Then the commander-in-chief slowly sank into the largest chair in the room.
Dhiraj closed his eyes and let his mind drift to Jennifer. His last few encounters with her were foggy at best, and he tried to focus. He remembered the break-up, and how much his heart ached afterwards. He recalled wanting desperately to talk to her in the hallways at school, while the invader in his mind kept him stoic and staring straight ahead. He felt the weight of the dart gun in his hand and saw himself firing at her... and connecting.
His body went numb. "I thought power would make me stronger than money has. I had everything I needed, and I wanted more."
The President nodded. "There's nothing wrong with wanting more."
Dhiraj started to pace. "All I needed was love. All I needed was her."
President Blake laughed. "Just my luck. Locked in here with a lovesick puppy dog." He leaned in. "Let me tell you something, Dhiraj. Nothing is permanent. Not the money. Not the power. Not the Presidency. And that's why every so often, you need to make a deal with the devil."
Dozens of suppressed memories slammed into Dhiraj like a rain of bullets. Only now did he understand the death he'd witnessed.
"You asked him to do this. You had him kill all the people in that room."
The President looked appalled. "Not all of them! Ridley and yourself are very much alive. The world leaders, members of Congress, my wife... yes, they're dead."
Dhiraj couldn't help but turn away from the monster of a man. It made his stomach revolt just looking at him. "You're disgusting."
"You're not seeing the bigger picture. The world can't make progress nowadays. We're all cross-purposes. If one man could pull all of the strings-"
Dhiraj felt his stomach pinch even tighter. "And what does killing your wife have to do with that?"
"I know you're too young to understand, but when you have a chance to control your partner's mind, you do it." The grin spread across his face. "It's almost a bigger deal than killing all the kings and prime ministers."
Dhiraj turned to Ridley. "And hearing all of this, you're going to let it happen?"
The Secret Serviceman starred straight ahead. "My only job is to protect the President."
Dhiraj rubbed at his face. "That's some Nazi-level justification there, Ridley. I'm sure your mother would be proud."
Ridley face ticked slightly. "Would you like me to do something about him, Mr. President?"
Blake stood up. He was about to say something that justified the smirk on his face when a loud bang sounded against the door to the room. The noise reverberated off the walls and the lights flickered.
The President's smirk was gone. "What is that?"
Another deafening boom thundered in, and Dhiraj started to back away. Ridley fiddled with a computer screen and brought up the hallway feed on one of the monitors.
"Dear God."
Before the President could react to the image on the screen, the door flew off its hinges and zipped through the air like a frisbee. Dhiraj barely ducked under the massive metal disc as it flew by and slammed into a bay of monitors. It wedged itself in the opposite wall with a mighty crunch, sparks cascading down the now-useless technology.
Dhiraj didn't think his heart could beat faster until he looked up from his close shave. His blood pressure went above the red line when he saw the force of nature standing in the doorway.
Wearing a light blue dress and cracking her knuckles was the First Lady, a trail of crimson leading down from where the bullet had entered her heart.
If that isn't marital bliss....
She stalked forward with her high heels slung over her shoulder. Dhiraj scuttled to the side of the room and looked back at Ridley and the President. He almost found a bit of joy at seeing the horror on Blake's face.
The most powerful man in the U.S. took a step forward. "Dear. Let me explain."
He retracted his step as soon as the dark soul version of his wife moved toward him. Dhiraj had always liked the First Lady. She came off as compassionate and interesting on TV. He didn't have to ask to determine if any of those qualities were left.
Dhiraj continued circling toward the door, keeping as much distance from the blood-stained dark soul as possible.
She took a deep, satisfied breath. "After all we've been through together, you had me killed. You deserve a fate worse than death."
The President was about to speak before she cut him off. "But I'm not here to kill you. I'm here to find you."
Dhiraj made it to the room's threshold when he saw Ridley lose control of his mind to the General. The man's eyes lost their life and went glassy. He drew his gun and aimed it straight at Blake's head.
The President put up his hand. "Wait! We had a deal!"
The First Lady laughed. "It's not personal, dear. It's politics."
Dhiraj ran as far and as fast as his feet would take him. He reached the other end of the hallway when he heard the bullet reach its target.
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Natalie pushed through the heavy doors to the compound and let the warmth of the afternoon sun hit her. The light made her feel about as satisfied as the killing had. She wondered if tripping and falling on her sword would actually make her feel something. The engine of her car hummed in the dusty parking lot.
Erica matched her stride for stride. "What's going on out there? Do you know if the Summit–"
"I know as much as you." Natalie sheathed her sword. "The lair had already been ransacked when I got there. I spent the whole day figuring out Dhiraj's tracker thingies he made us wear."
Natalie tried to make eye contact with Erica, but the guilt forced her gaze away. She looked for anything to take her attention and noticed her trunk was open.
"Stupid piece of junk car."
Jennifer touched Natalie on the arm. "That was pretty amazing out there. Even for you."
Natalie shook her off and slammed her trunk shut. "Why were you in there? What the hell is going on?"
Jennifer was about to speak when her eyes darted back to the compound. A limping dark soul dragged his bad foot behind him. The injured leg was bloody from top to bottom.
Natalie pulled out her sword. "No witnesses."
She started her sprint, but Erica grabbed her shirt and wrenched Natalie back.
"Wait!"
Natalie growled, but she understood when the figure came into view. It was the sheriff formerly known as Jennifer's dad.
Natalie gripped the hilt tighter. "Do we like him now?"
As Jennifer nodded, Natalie slid the weapon back into its holster.
"Fine. I won't kill him, but we need to go." Jennifer ran to the sheriff's side and helped him the last few steps. "How'd you – you're hurt."
"Bullet-proof vest. Didn't help much on the leg, though. Exact same spot they shot me in Philadelphia."
Natalie opened the door for the pair. "That wasn't you. Don't bleed out on my seats."
The sheriff groaned as Jennifer helped him in, and Erica took shotgun before they sped away.
Natalie tuned out Erica and Jennifer while they tended to the sheriff. Instead, she looked at the road laid out before her. The speedometer crept over 80 miles per hour. She didn't know where she was going, but the velocity helped to fade the images in her mind.
Erica grabbed Natalie's leg. "Nat, you have to turn the radio on."
She complied and a quick switch of the station by her navigator spread the President's voice throughout the vehicle.
"My fellow Americans, an inconceivable act of terrorism has occurred in the nation's capital and throughout the country. A group calling themselves the dark souls have infiltrated society, taking over the minds, bodies, and hearts of your deceased loved ones. They could be your neighbors and they could be your friends."
Natalie rolled her eyes. "Out of the loop much?"
Erica's face sunk.
"What is it?"
She shook her head. "The President isn't the President anymore. He's a dark soul."
The dark soul on the radio continued. "The National Guard has been dispatched to all 50 states, and until they have the situation under control, I'm putting martial law in effect. Curfew will begin in one hour."
Natalie jerked the wheel to the side and came to an abrupt stop on the road's shoulder. "Are you trying to tell me that the dark souls own the White House right now?"
The Sheriff let the words out through gritted teeth. "It's more complicated than that."
Natalie instinctively reached for her sword. "Simplify things for me."
Jennifer sighed. "Ted's still in the Realm of Souls. The General took over and he killed all the world leaders at the Summit."
Natalie's brain derailed, a sharp pain pounding in the front of her forehead. The late-night rendezvous with Ted and the sneaking around behind Travis' back hadn't been cheating with her ex. She'd been fooling around with the enemy.
Natalie's pain shifted to nausea and she barely got out of the car before she heaved. What little she'd put in her stomach the last day came out in a pathetic pile. Her hands shook as she went down to her knees.
Before she knew it, Erica was by her side with her arm over her shoulder. "He messed with all of us, Nat. He used the books to mimic Ted's powers. For all I know, he screwed with our heads just enough not to realize the truth."
Natalie wiped her mouth with her sleeve. "I cheated on Travis."
Erica's eyes showed a mix of surprise and confusion. She gripped Natalie tighter. "We all make mista–"
"With Ted." Natalie wanted to puke again. "Not Ted, but the General. I'm not sure if that's worse."
She looked up to examine Erica's eyes again, but the protector was focused on the road ahead.
"This isn't the time. We need to get back to town. Can you still drive?"
Natalie nodded as Erica helped her to her feet. They shared a silent moment that seemed to last an eternity. Natalie couldn't tell if Erica wanted to hug her or cut her. They broke the silence and returned to their seats.
Jennifer looked into the rear-view mirror and met Natalie's eyes. "Are you okay?"
Natalie put the car in drive and once again gave the speedometer a heart attack. "None of us is. Where should I go?"
Erica gripped the ceiling handhold so hard, Natalie wondered if she'd rip it clean off of the car. "Let's see what we can salvage at the lair. Nat, do you know where Travis is?"
Natalie took in a deep breath. She finally understood what it meant when she saw her boyfriend's body sprawled out on the court. "He found out about the General. Tried to tell me a few days ago. The General got to him first."
The silence spread through the car like smoke, filling the vehicle and making Natalie's throat close up tight.
They passed the road sign for Treasure.
Erica was the first to speak. "It wasn't your fault. The General is a monster."
Natalie's heart hurt. "The worst part of it is, I think he did it because he was jealous." Her eyes clouded up. "He wanted to kill that little part of me that wasn't in love with him – the part I gave to Travis."
As the car rounded the bend to cross into the city limits, a National Guard blockade came into view. Wooden gates, three cars, and about a dozen guardsmen blocked their path into town, and Natalie had absolutely no chance of stopping in time.
Natalie's pulse raced and she reached for the emergency break.
With lightning quickness, Erica pushed hard on Natalie's leg. "Gas it!"
The car sped up, tapping out over 100 miles per hour as it neared the roadblock. The guardsmen dove to the side as Natalie's front hood smashed through the wood and slammed into the space between two of the vehicles. Somehow, the car made it through the blockade, but none of them had accounted for the steep decline immediately afterward.
Natalie tightened her hands on the wheel. "Hold on!"
The car went airborne and Natalie felt weightless. For a second, she didn't see Travis' dead body or the General's Ted-like face beside her. She was pure adrenaline as the car finished its flight, crashing down at the bottom of the hill. Pain shot through her neck as she fought against the steering wheel.
Jennifer screamed. The car spun. Natalie failed to get it under control as they careened through the storefront window of Main Street's only coffee shop.
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Ted was mentally and physically exhausted as he tore through another cloud on the way to Treasure. He attempted to clear his thoughts, which usually allowed him to fly faster. It wasn't working this time.
"How could I have been so stupid?!"
He thought back to the post-Summit spectacle. Dozens of dark souls rose with the bodies of statesmen and kings. His first instinct was to wipe the part of their minds controlled by the undead invaders. After just two successful attempts, he felt like he was going to collapse. He figured the torturer must've had a lot more practice. As a stop-gap measure, he used his powers to send the dark souls into a coma-like state. He contemplated how long the effects would last when he picked up a series of orders given by the new President of the United States.
The words curdled in his mind. "Keep Treasure secure before you burn it to the ground."
Ted's ribs reminded him they needed attention, and he tried to ignore the sensation. Picking up speed at the Pennsylvania border, it wouldn't be long before he arrived home.
If it's still there.
One mystery that plagued him in his airborne quest for velocity was the location of his best friend. In the split second before he'd tossed the General through a wall, he'd seen Dhiraj, but the millionaire in the making was gone when he returned. Between the rising horde of dark souls and the order to take down Treasure, he'd had only a moment to search for Dhiraj's thoughts. When he didn't hear them, all he could do was hold out hope and fly away.
"I'd feel it if he were dead. He's not dead. Erica's not dead. Natalie and Treasure are still standing." He flew past a very confused bird. "And maybe I'll win the lottery too, while I'm at it."
Ted zipped past the edge of Treasure and slowed his momentum. He saw a broken blockade into the city and the path of the car that had caused it. Tire marks skidded into the coffee shop, which now featured an empty space where the front window used to be. The vehicle inside was covered in glass. Its trunk seemed to have popped open from the impact. A dozen National Guardsmen approached the entrance.
Ted landed behind the squad in the middle of the street. Half of them turned around on their own, but a flick of his wrist spun the others as well. They aimed their guns at his chest.
Ted wondered if he'd run into anyone that day who wasn't trying to kill him. "Put 'em down."
The troop leader took a step forward. "Don't be fooled, boys. We've been told there's a Ted Finley-lookalike on the loose."
"Aw come on, guys." He put up his hands. "Can't you tell I'm the better looking one?"
The gang all took a step in sync.
Ted peeked over the top of them to see if anybody stirred in the coffee shop. He spied the car but no movement.
Natalie's.
"Look. I'll make this quick, but you guys should really tell me if you're humans or dark souls."
The squad leader huffed. "Ready. Aim–"
Ted moved his arms like a conductor, and the weapons bent and twisted in their hands. With another swift movement, the long automatic weapons shifted behind the men and took their wrists with them. From handgun to handcuffs in three seconds flat.
He snapped his fingers, causing the squadron to trip over their own feet and fall to the ground. They struggled against the makeshift handcuffs.
Ted grinned and pushed his hands apart. The men skidded across the ground, creating a path for him that led right into the shop.
"Sorry, folks, but I'm a little late for a meet–"
Without warning, the car's engine roared to life and went full reverse out of the shop. Ted's powers kicked in at the last second, sending him inches above the top of the car before it could hit him. As he flew just out of reach, he heard two guns go off from inside the shop. One shot whizzed by his ear. The other would've hit him square in the neck if he hadn't stopped the bullet in midair.
Ted righted himself and hovered above the chaos. The path he'd cleared had saved the guardsmen from getting run over, though they still seemed pretty pissed off about the handcuffs. Emerging from the car was a bloody, bruised Sheriff Norris. Down below, Jennifer emerged with two guns in hand. She looked pretty angry as well. He glanced around for the others.
They'd better still be alive.
"Psst."
Ted looked up.
Through the second story window in the apartment above the shop, Erica LaPlante raised her eyebrows before leaping through the air. He was too stunned to stop her as she grabbed hold of his waist. The surprise took them straight to the ground, and while Erica took the brunt of the blow, Ted's ribs and fractured hand sure didn't appreciate the impact.
His eyes watered as he tried to stand. "Wait!"
Erica tripped him before he could get up and then wrapped her legs around his hips. She wrenched his neck and put him in a vice-like chokehold.
He fought to get the words out. "Not – the welcome – I expected."
Erica yelled right into his ear. "Natalie, now!"
From a hidden position in the alley, Natalie emerged with the ancient sword, a weapon that could open up another portal to the Realm of Souls if it went through Ted's body. She sprinted toward them at top speed.
Ted's powers strained to separate Erica's arms from his neck, but as he did, he could see the bright blue lights flashing from her hands. He'd seen her mess with minds before, but he was in no mood to have her test out her party trick on him.
Ted's throat burned as he spoke, so he reached out to Erica and Natalie's minds with the first thing he could think of that would prove his identity.
I saved Razellia.
Natalie slowed her pace and the light from Erica's hands dimmed.
He made me kill like he would, but I saved Razellia. He couldn't make me into him.
Natalie completely stopped and let the sword hang down.
Erica's hands returned to normal. "Ted?"
The sound of two jets approaching at top speed interrupted their moment. The second Ted saw them pierce the clouds, he knew exactly what they were here for.
He rolled away from Erica, who didn't put up any resistance, and got to his feet with some painful effort.
Natalie gripped the sword tightly and used it to block Ted's path. "How do we know this isn't another trick?"
Just then, the jets dropped their payload. The series of missiles seemed to fall in slow motion. The dozen or so projectiles would do just what the General wanted. They'd burn Treasure to the ground.
"Proof later."
Ted pressed off the ground and flew upward. Through the pain. Through the exhaustion. The world was hazy around him. He knew there wasn't much left, but he felt like he had to do something.
When he came into view of the payload, Ted pushed his arms out, freezing the weapons in place. His chest heaved as he could feel himself running on empty. In the distance, he heard another two jets approaching. It was just enough distraction to keep him from reading the pilots' minds as they detonated the missiles.
The wave of heat and pressure threw Ted backwards back toward Treasure. The explosion scalded his face and arms, but he somehow maintained consciousness through it all. The pain was unbearable, but he knew he'd have to do something about the four jets now circling his hometown.
"Time – to try – something drastic."
Ted pulled every bit of power he could from his body and mind. Even as he felt himself losing altitude, he knew this was Treasure's only chance. An aquamarine light surrounded his hands as the approaching planes dropped their missiles as well.
With every modicum of energy Ted had left, he screamed and released his power. A concave wall of light spread from his fingertips. The blue bubble reached out in every direction for miles in mere seconds. When it reached the city limits, the shield cascaded down, completing the protective coating that now covered Treasure like a snow globe.
Ted felt like a worn-out husk as he free-fell straight down. He watched the latest round of missiles land harmlessly on the bubble he'd just created. The explosion was barely audible on the inside, and it did nothing to break through the shield.
Ted tried to right himself and do so much as slow his descent. There was nothing left. Everything had gone into protecting Treasure.
"I – really have to – stop making a habit of this."
Ted watched the clouds rising upward as his body plummeted. The velocity tugged at his clothes and exacerbated his injuries.
He laughed. "Dhiraj always said – Treasure was like a little bubb–"
Ted's fall began to slow. As he passed the level of the tallest buildings in town, his descent speed went from NASCAR to walk in the park. He felt like a gentle hand had taken control of him, and it laid him down comfortably on the blacktop below. Ted didn't have enough energy to be confused.
As he turned his head to the right, he saw Erica standing on top of Natalie's busted car, her hand pressed firmly down on the pages of the book that just saved his life.
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Dhiraj slowed his breathing. He figured the slower his breath was, the lower the chance the dark souls would find him. He'd taken so many turns so quickly to end up in the dim, secluded corner of a long-forgotten meeting room, he'd lost all sense of orientation. All he knew is that for the last 45 minutes, he'd tried and failed to forget the sound of the gun that ended the President's life.
"New title for the biography: Witness to an Assassination."
He wondered if Jennifer would've laughed. He wondered if Jennifer was alive.
There were small pockets in his memory from the last few days when Dhiraj was half-free of the General's control. He was so out of his mind even in those sporadic minutes, it was only now in the silence that he was able to piece them together. He tried and failed to call Jennifer a few dozen times. His effort to tell his dad the truth about his trip to Washington was likewise unsuccessful. There was only one thing he'd been able to truly accomplish.
The realization hit Dhiraj with a smile. "I switched out the books." He nodded to himself. "You Indian dreamboat, before the flight you switched out the books!"
Fear gripped Dhiraj once again and he lowered his voice. "Let's hope Natalie finds them."
Aside from his half-awake breaking and entering, more memories started bubbling to the surface. He reached deep into his pocket and pulled out one of the few pieces of tech he could've hid from the General: a flying camera the size of a mosquito.
As quietly as he could, Dhiraj synced the camera to his phone and started to control it. "Alright, little guy. Let's see if we can figure a way out of here."
Dhiraj kept the insect-cam close to the ceilings as it buzzed back in the direction he'd come. After a few wrong turns, the camera flew down the hallway with the torn open vault door. A quick peek inside revealed blood but little else. The President's body and the Secret Serviceman who pulled the trigger were gone.
"Let's hope that mind control doesn't last too much longer."
Dhiraj turned the tiny camera and flew it up the secret staircase. After barely fitting underneath the hidden door, the bug-cam arrived in more familiar territory. The door to the Summit was completely closed off. Dhiraj supposed at this point, keeping the press from seeing the splattered blood on the walls was a top priority. He chose not to take a look at it for himself, too.
"Mr. President?" The microphone picked up the voice behind the camera.
Dhiraj spun it around to see President Blake walking in the opposite direction. A staff member handed him a manila envelope. He continued to stroll as if he hadn't been shot in the head less than an hour ago.
"At least he can't run for re-election."
The bug-cam followed the President as he turned the corner and through a series of twisting hallways. When the dark soul inhabiting Blake's body ducked inside an unmarked door, so did the tiny camera.
The room was an infirmary of some kind. There were white curtains pulled shut around a patient who sounded audibly distressed. A patient who sounded familiar.
The President pulled back the curtain to reveal a bloody, battered General. A team of doctors attempted to tend to his wounds, but he wasn't particularly cooperative.
"I'm already feeling better. No more disinfectant needed!"
Dhiraj knew who'd dealt the dark soul such painful-looking blows, but he shuddered to think how "the other guy" looked.
The President tucked the manila envelope underneath his arm. "I'll keep an eye on him."
The doctors stepped away and stood at attention.
He waved his hand. "Leave us."
The physicians complied and shut the door behind him. Dhiraj turned up the microphone volume.
The General winced. "What's the status report on Treasure?"
Blake hesitated. "It's still standing."
Dhiraj leaned toward the phone like it was an addictive soap opera.
The General shifted uncomfortably. "He got there first. Damn. Send more planes."
Dhiraj breathed a sigh of relief.
"We can't, Sir. He's… protected it."
The powerless President handed the envelope over to his true leader.
"What in the hell?"
"We haven't been able to get through it. Has any living soul ever done something like this?"
The General sneered. "No. But I bet it's taking all his power to keep it running." With some difficulty, he sat up straight. "It's time for Plan B."
The President raised his eyebrows. "Are you sure? Tattooing the soldiers will break the treaty. We won't get our automatic troops anymore."
The General took another long look at the photo. "We need to act fast. We're on the border of breaking half a million laws anyway. Why not go for the flush?"
Dhiraj thought back to Nigel and the Torello twins. He pictured millions of them storming every city throughout the world. How could Ted or any of them survive against an army of deadly soldiers?
The President gave a curt nod. "I'll get started on it right away."
As the lame duck turned, the General cleared his throat. "Top down, Blake. Start with the generals and say it'll protect them against the dark souls. The trickle down effect in action."
Dhiraj docked the camera against the infirmary wall and put it to sleep. He lowered his phone.
Together, he and Jennifer took down an evil Senator. Now, without her help, he'd have to stop multiple Presidents, kings, and prime ministers before the armies of the world all served another master.
"There's only one way to handle this. And it'll probably get me killed." He took a deep breath. "Time to alert the media."
Dhiraj pulled up his contacts and typed in the name of the only person who could save the world. The phone dialed.
"Hey Rudy, Dhiraj Patel." He smiled. "I was at the Summit and I know everything that happened. How would you like an exclusive from someone inside the White House?"
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Erica jogged around the circumference of Treasure for the third time as the sunset cast bright yellow and orange beams through the transparent dome. She saw troops stationed at three points around the barrier, but none of them appeared at all close to breaking through. Erica was slightly concerned when she saw one group attempting to tunnel underneath, but the shield seemed to go much deeper than any of them realized.
She aired out her sweaty t-shirt. "He's right. We're safe here."
Ted was back. The real Ted. She'd almost killed him before he had the chance to tell her, but he didn't seem to mind the assassination attempt. One of the National Guardsman was a medic, and after taking one look at the missiles exploding above the barrier, he and the rest of his team devoted their full service to Ted. Mr. and Mrs. Finley sat by his side as the medic tended to his multiple injuries.
She stretched her hamstrings on the bumper of Natalie's car. "So he's back. What does that mean?"
"Damned if I know."
Erica squinted and saw that Natalie was alone in the backseat. After quickly stretching the other leg, the protector knocked on the window.
"Excuse me, miss. Do you know how fast you were going?"
Natalie slowly turned toward the disturbance. "You mean when I busted through the barricade or when a guy who used to be dead went full reverse out of a coffee shop storefront?"
Erica smirked. "Mind if I hide out with you?"
Natalie opened the door a crack and scooted over.
Erica took her up on the invitation.
"Ted was asking about you."
Natalie looked away, staring into the bubble that'd saved them from annihilation. "I bet he was."
Erica pulled her knees up onto the seat. "Look, Nat. You did something wrong, but at least it wasn't as wrong as you thought."
Natalie's eyes remained fixed on the window. "We almost kissed getting out of Razellia's village. And he lay in bed with me after I was tortured." She turned toward Erica. "Don't they have a term for that? Emotional cheating or something?"
A hint of jealousy bubbled through Erica's veins, but she pushed it back down. This wasn't a time to let the teenage hormones have their way.
She put her hand on Natalie's shoulder. "We all made mistakes. I forgive you."
"I'd much rather you slapped me around a little bit. I think it'd give me closure."
Erica chuckled. Natalie was probably the only one in the bunch who could handle one of her punches. When they'd sparred the previous summer, Erica didn't have to hold much back during their training sessions.
"You saved my life. Twice, actually. I think I can cut you a bit of slap-free slack."
"Fine. I'll see if the Sheriff'll do it."
Erica had left Jennifer by the sheriff's side. He was the only dark soul left in town, the fortunate consequence of a Summit-viewing party just outside the city limits. They'd have a lot of explaining to do to wives learning they'd become widows or parents finding out about a dead/possessed child. If they didn't figure out a plan beyond the wall, then there'd be a lot more explaining to do on a global scale.
Erica squeezed her friend's arm. "Do you wanna talk about Travis?"
Natalie's eyes ducked down. "No. No, I don't."
Erica nodded and the two sat in silence. A loud knock at the window shocked them both out of the quiet.
Jennifer stood beside the car with a frenzied look on her face.
Erica opened the door. "What's wrong?"
"You two have to see this."
A small group comprised of guardsmen, parents, and the medic's patients gathered around a TV screen. Rudy Bolger sat at the YNN studio with a grin on his face Erica wanted to punch. But Bolger's irritating face and mannerisms didn't catch all her attention. It was the picture of Dhiraj on the screen behind him and the sound of his voice that drew her in.
"Turn it up." Ted's throat was still in rough shape from the chokehold. He and Natalie shared a look as the volume bar crept up.
"For those of you just tuning in, what else were you doing, seriously?" Bolger laughed at his own joke. "I have an exclusive interview with Dhiraj Patel, superhero manager, millionaire in training, and boy wonder who is currently hiding out in the White House. Did I get that right, Dhiraj?"
Dhiraj spoke in low tones. "Billionaire in training, Rudy."
Jennifer took Erica's hand and squeezed.
Rudy guffawed again. "Of course, of course. What can you tell us, Dhiraj? Got any insight about the President's curfew and the dim souls?"
Dhiraj cleared his throat. "I can tell you everything. First of all, the President is dead."
A lamp flew across the room and smashed on the wall. Half the room looked to Ted, Erica included. He didn't look particularly apologetic.
Dhiraj continued. "A lookalike Ted Finley who calls himself the General killed the President and the rest of the leaders at the Summit. They've all been replaced, and they're out to take over the world."
Rudy's smile stayed plastered on. "Those are big accusations, my friend. Do you have any proof?"
Erica grinned when she heard Dhiraj's voice turn upward. "I do, Rudy. I've already uploaded you the video and audio recording. I hope you'll play it for everybody back home."
Rudy's reaction was that of a beauty pageant contestant who just learned she'd won. "Just try and stop me, my subcontinental Asian honorary relation."
Erica already knew what the video would do. Most of the world would be panicked, but a select few would prepare for the worst. The strongest of the strong would find a way to survive as long as it took for Erica and the gang to find a plan to save them all.
Dhiraj's voice lowered once again. "Someone is coming. I don't have much time."
Erica watched a tear roll down Jennifer's face.
Rudy gave a faux-concerned look. "It's been an honor, Dhiraj. Do you have anything else you want to tell the people at home?"
"I do, Rudy. None of this is over, everybody. Don't give up on yourselves or the planet. Keep it ours." The sound of footsteps echoed on the line. "And Jennifer, I'm sorry."
A shout filled the feed before the line went dead.
As Rudy tried to get Dhiraj back on the phone, Jennifer sunk to her knees. Erica pulled her in tight as her friend sobbed into her shoulder.
She looked back at Ted. Natalie had walked over to his side and put her arms around him. Erica felt a pinch in her heart as she cinched her grip around Jennifer.
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Ted touched the wall with his now-healed hand. He could feel the energy radiating out of it. He'd created something like this during a hurricane the previous summer, but this was much stronger and much more draining. The last couple of weeks had seen 12 hours of sleep and an inability to use much more than the basic of his powerful functions.
"But it's keeping us alive." He breathed hard. "I guess that's something."
Dhiraj's kamikaze media stunt had been a major blow to the General's plan. He revoked the order for martial law later that night, and everything seemed to return to normal, aside from the giant bubble that continued to protect a small town in Pennsylvania. In press conferences, the President had pointed to the dome as an admission of terrorism in the nation's capital. Protestors mixed with soldiers on the outside of the blue energy shield.
Ted stood by the quietest part of the wall. It was bordered by forest on the other side, which kept both angry mobs and troops at bay. He soaked in the silence like a sponge.
"You know, you can't stay in that bubble forever."
Ted turned to see Erica standing with her hands on her hips. She was as beautiful as ever, her blonde hair fluttering in the wind that somehow circulated throughout town. Her smile was weighed down by whatever was on her mind. All their smiles were more complicated these days.
"But the bubble is so warm and cozy. And it never rains inside."
Erica shook her head and approached. "I've been putting this off, but Dhiraj only bought us some time, Ted. Hiding in here isn't a permanent solution."
Ted faced the dome again. "You probably don't remember, but the human Erica and I used to have these epic games of hide and seek." He chewed on his bottom lip. "It was her idea, of course. We could hide anywhere in town. It was absolutely ridiculous."
Erica placed her hand on Ted's lower back. A chill went down his back. He couldn't recall the last time she'd touched him.
"I do remember. It would drive our parents – your parents and the LaPlantes crazy." She looked at him until he turned his eyes toward her. "Guess this bubble makes the game more complicated."
He nodded. "Only so many places to hide."
Ted looked into her eyes. He could tell she wanted to comfort him, but he wasn't sure he deserved it. "I killed people, Erica. I sent them to their death."
Erica pursed her lips. "That wasn't you. The General wiped your brain away. All those deaths are on him."
Ted rubbed at his temples. "I know you're right, but I could've fought harder. And now I can't stop myself from seeing their faces."
Erica touched his cheek. Her hand was so warm. She brought his eyes back up to hers.
"Ted. When we beat him, and we will beat him, he'll have to answer for everything he did to those people. For everything he did to us."
"I signed the treaty."
"You were just trying to save me and Nat."
"And I doomed us all. Now Travis is dead. Who knows what they did to Dhiraj." Ted looked away. "And I'm guessing he attacked Treasure with missiles just to get me off his back."
As he paced away, Erica walked by his side. "If I'd known the General wasn't you earlier, we still would've been okay. I assumed the Realm of Souls changed you. I was… blinded by love."
Ted stopped in his tracks. "That's probably why I signed the treaty, too. But what can you…."
Now he understood what was on Erica's mind, and he didn't have to use his powers to figure it out.
He fidgeted with his pockets. "You want to not be in love anymore."
"Want isn't the right word." Her breath caught. "But it might be what the world needs."
Just two years earlier, Ted never would've believed that Erica would want to date him, let alone love him. He never pictured a break-up, either.
Erica's nervousness came out in the form of words. "It's not like we've seen much of each other since spring. You were off saving people from hurricanes. Then you went through the portal. I saw you for about two seconds before the General.... It's like we've been doing long distance without even realizing it."
Ted squinted. "Just to get this straight, you want to break up with me even though we still love each other?"
Erica took his hands and rubbed her fingers into his palms. He wondered if it was the last time she'd ever hold his hand.
"No. I want to break up with you because we're in love. It's too dangerous."
Anxiety expanded in Ted's chest. A million thoughts went through his mind at once. One of them troubled him deeply.
She might be right.
"Am I completely off-base here?" She clenched his hands tighter. "Is what I'm saying totally crazy?"
He shook his head. "When most couples get together, the worst effect they have is making friends and parents feel awkward. Our relationship caused... a whole lot more."
Ted couldn't believe the words he was about to say.
"I think you might have the right idea."
Erica nodded as her eyes welled up. "Ok."
Ted tried to make his tears evaporate before they formed, but the emotions bubbling up didn't exactly give his powers fine motor skills. "Ok."
Erica snapped him up in a hug. He squeezed her back. They stood there for a long time. As they did, Ted thought of all the moments they'd spent together. He thought of her lips and her touch. He thought of the conversations and the late-night training sessions. It wouldn't be the last time for some of those things, but none of them would ever be the same.
They pulled apart only when they heard the sound of kiss noises in the distance. Jennifer smiled broadly, a rarity since Dhiraj's interview.
"Ted and Erica sitting in a bubble. R-U-B-B-L-E Rubble."
Erica kept hold of Ted's triceps. "What does that even mean?"
Jennifer crossed her arms. "It rhymes! You two should totally get your own bubble."
Ted tried to find a jokey reply, but the words left his mind before they could fully form.
Erica didn't have the same problem. "If you're not careful, I'm gonna put you in a bubble."
Jennifer snorted. "You and what army?"
Something hit Ted right then. An idea gained momentum in the back of his mind.
Erica kissed him on the cheek. "I think Jen needs some girl time."
Ted felt the impression her lips made on his face. The sensation faded away as quickly as it'd come.
He nodded. "Do your thing."
Erica pulled all the way apart and chased Jennifer. The two of them squealed with glee and slowly disappeared in the distance. As Ted tried to keep the sadness and pain at bay, the idea Jennifer sprouted came into full bloom.
The Sheriff, Jennifer, Erica, and Natalie gathered in what used to be the Finley dining room. It'd become an HQ of sorts for town decisions. This was the first meeting Ted had called since the bubble was erected. Natalie picked at her nails as she adjusted her feet on the table. "Is this gonna take long? I've got free throws to practice."
Sheriff Norris gave her a sidelong glance. "Expecting to play a game any time soon?"
Natalie growled. "Free throws relax me. If I don't relax, I can't be held responsible for my actions. Capeesh?"
The sheriff put up his hands.
Jennifer frowned. "Hey. Be nice to my sorta-dad."
"The sooner I get my practice, the sooner I'll make an effort."
Ted cleared his throat. "Thanks for making the 'sacrifice' to come here today. I thought you might like to know that I have a plan for saving the world."
Erica and Jennifer leaned forward as Natalie put her feet on the ground to do the same.
Erica smiled, which was making Ted nervous again. "Thinking outside the bubble?"
"Actually, Jennifer gave me the idea." He took a hearty breath. "The biggest thing the General has going for him is control of the military, right? When he gave me his brain, he didn't realize he was giving me the resources to fight back."
The silence in the room was exactly what Ted wanted. There was nothing quite like pausing for effect.
"Earth wasn't the only world he wanted. He wanted them all. I know every successful and failed military campaign the dark souls have ever waged."
Ted extended his hand and effortlessly formed a portal on the wall. "That gives us a lot of potential allies. A lot of people from a lot of worlds who have a grudge with our biggest enemy. A lot of people who, given the right convincing, might help us save Earth."
Erica's face brightened as she stood up. "So, you're saying–"
"The General has an Army. I say we get our own."
The Sheriff pursed his lips. "Ted, our people conquered planets. Any survivors became dark souls."
Ted's eyebrows danced. "That's only what he told you. The dark souls didn't win every war. Some races were too strong to be beaten. Too strong for the dark souls is what we need right now."
Butterflies of doubt fluttered in Ted's stomach as the team contemplated the plan in silence.
Natalie slammed her hand on the table. "A battle for the planet. I like it. This hiding in a bubble thing was giving me cabin fever."
Jennifer glanced at her faux father. "But what if they don't want to help?"
The room looked to Ted.
"We tell them that banding together is the best way to stop the dark souls forever. As a team, we can stop this war once and for all."
"And what if that isn't enough to convince them?"
Ted shrugged. "I think it's our only chance."
Jennifer and the Sheriff began chattering to one another, as did Erica and Natalie. He looked toward the portal and wondered if the other worlds would listen to him. If they didn't, then they'd have much worse problems than living in a bubble.
Erica sighed and nodded her approval. "It's ambitious. The General won't see it coming. I say we vote on it." She looked around the room and let her gaze settle on Ted. "All in favor."
Her hand went up first. Ted's followed. Natalie and Jennifer lifted their hands before the Sheriff seemed to take the temperature of the room and raise his.
"It's unanimous!" Natalie raised a water bottle skyward. "Let's have a cheers for the man with the plan. Here's to not mucking it up again!"
The others lifted their various beverages and echoed the cheers.
Natalie gave Ted a look he could read immediately. It said, "You better know what the hell you're doing."
He didn't, but he knew the world's only chance was for him to figure it out.



    
    


EPILOGUE
The cave was damp and dark, but the little shirtless boy didn't seem to mind. The level of light hadn't ever been a problem for him, given the light green glow that constantly pulsed from his skin. The soft luminescence gave him just enough light to continue his drawing on the cave wall. He'd tried to finish his charcoal scene in a more public place, but the other villagers gave him the full outsider treatment. Only his parents knew about the cave, so he figured his re-creation would be safe.
He completed one line and then the next as he thought about his place in the world. No, the other kids would never accept him. Glowing wasn't the kind of trait that typically led to popularity. Despite it all, the boy was proud of his uniqueness. His grandfather had glowed, too, and he'd saved their lives from the Invasion. The details of his grandfather's heroism had grown and shifted over the last few hundred years. Legend crept in over fact, and now the details of how he protected them were too distorted to truly understand.
Something in the story never made sense to the boy until the last few weeks. His grandfather saw the invaders coming in a dream, which let his people prepare to fight back. The boy had never had a dream in his life until the vivid pictures took over his unconsciousness. The images didn't make sense, but they were burned in his brain just the same. As he approached completion of his drawing, he wondered if another attack was coming. But he wasn't afraid. He knew he was destined for the same greatness as his grandfather. It was the only thing that justified the torture from his peers.
"Son? Are you in here?"
The voice of his mother echoed through the cave, but the boy didn't reply. He was too close to the end of his drawing to stop now. He focused on completing the final charcoal strokes.
"There you are. I was worried." She looked up at the drawing, which glowed with the light from her son. "Should I be more worried?"
He completed the last mark and took a deep breath. They were people. When the isolated images came together, the dreams formed a group of five people.
"No. Don't be worried. Grandfather had dreams and now I have them, too."
Despite his request, she looked as worried as he'd ever seen her. He took his mother's hand.
"Who are they?"
He pulled her to one of the drawings. "Here is a girl with great strength. She has two minds, one of them wise and incredible." He showed off another. "This one is strong, too. An athlete. Angry but brave."
He pointed to the next in line. "A faithful daughter." His finger moved to the right. "A loyal friend and a fast-talker like Dad." His hand stopped for a moment before the final drawing. "And he's a boy with power. Just like Grandfather. Just like me."
His mother didn't say anything for a long time as she pondered the drawings. "They look so strange. Like they're from another world. Is this another invasion?"
The answer came to him moments before she asked the question. "No."
He turned toward her, a smile of purpose forming on his face.
"I think I'm supposed to save them."



    
    


CO-AUTHORS’ NOTE
Who is that kid? What does it all mean? We’re not about to spoil you with answers to those questions right here, but we definitely are starting to get the chess pieces aligned for the endgame. That’s right, there are only two more planned books left in The Viral Superhero series.
At the time we’re writing this note, the sixth book is not yet ready. I know, how very George R.R. Martin of us. We do promise that book #6 is incredibly important to us, and we’ve finally put up the preorder for The Rebellion, which you can pick up by clicking this link.
This is really where we see if the grand experiment has worked. Reworking, retitling, and re-spending money on this series of five books will either have been worth the hours and dollars or not. It will have either shown us that an audience does exist for Ted and his merry band of heroes, or it doesn’t.
We don’t know what the future holds for sales of The Viral Superhero Series, but we do know one thing. We couldn’t do this without you. Thanks so much for keeping up with this crazy multiverse!
Sincerely,
Bryan & Casey



    
    


LEGAL BUSINESS & ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
All contents Copyright © 2017 by Bryan Cohen & Casey Lane. All rights reserved. No part of this document or the related files may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, by any means (electronic, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the publisher. This book identifies product names and services known to be trademarks, registered trademarks, or service marks of their respective holders. They are used throughout this book in an editorial fashion only. The publisher has used its best efforts in preparing this book, and the information provided herein is provided "as is." Bryan Cohen & Casey Lane make no representation or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this book and specifically disclaims any implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for any particular purpose and shall in no event be liable for any loss of profit or any other commercial damage, including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other damages. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
Thank you to everybody who made this book possible. Especially Ashley Lankford, H. Claire Taylor, Sheridan Stancliff, Dan Brian, Tim Matson, and Julianne Clancy. Lastly, thanks to Amy for everything.
Click here to keep reading The Viral Superhero Series.
Click here and register on the next page to get a free series prequel!
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