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To Glenn Beck. Thank you for believing in Michael Vey from the very beginning.
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Dossier: The Electric Youths

Michael Vey

Power: Ability to shock people through direct contact or conduction. Can also absorb other electric children’s powers.

Michael is the most powerful of all the electric children and leader of the Electroclan. He is currently studying international business at Boise State University as he prepares to someday take over as CEO of the Veytric Corporation (the former Elgen Corporation) from his father. Michael and Taylor are boyfriend–girlfriend. Many Tuvaluans still think of Michael as the lightning god Uira te Atua.

Ostin Liss

Power: Not an electric child.

Ostin is very intelligent, with an IQ of 155, which puts him at the same level as the average Nobel Prize winner. He is one of the original three members of the Electroclan and Michael’s best friend. He is currently enrolled in advanced courses in math and physics at Caltech in Pasadena, California. McKenna is still his girlfriend.

Taylor Ridley

Power: Ability to scramble the electric synapses in the brain, causing temporary confusion. She can also read people’s minds, but only when touching them.

Taylor is Tara’s identical twin sister, and is one of the original three founding members of the Electroclan. She is also Michael’s girlfriend. She and Michael discovered each other’s powers at Meridian High School, which they were both attending. Taylor and her twin, Tara, are roommates and psychology majors at Arizona State University in Phoenix. In addition to Taylor’s ability to scramble and read minds, a new power has begun to emerge. She dreams of events before they happen.

Abigail

Power: Ability to temporarily stop pain by electrically stimulating certain parts of the brain. She must be touching the person to do so.

Along with Ian and McKenna, Abigail was held captive by the Elgen for many years because she refused to follow Hatch. She joined the Electroclan after escaping from the Elgen Academy’s prison, known as Purgatory. She is currently studying to become a CRNA at Texas Christian University in Fort Worth, Texas.

Bryan

Power: The ability to create highly focused electricity that allows him to cut through objects.

Bryan is one of Hatch’s Glows, and one of two Glows still loyal to the former Elgen. Since the fall of the Elgen, Bryan’s whereabouts are unknown. He is believed to be with Kylee.

Cassy

Power: An extremely powerful electric, Cassy has the ability to freeze muscles from a distance of more than two kilometers. She also has the ability to cause mass heart attacks.

Cassy was rescued by the voice before the Elgen knew of her existence. She was raised and trained in Switzerland by the voice. She is currently working with Dr. Coonradt in Switzerland as a liaison between Veytric and the EU. She fell in love with Michael while battling the Elgen in Taiwan.

Grace

Power: Grace acts as a “human flash drive” and is able to transfer and store large amounts of electronic data.

Grace was living with the Elgen but joined the Electroclan when they defeated Hatch at the Elgen Academy. She worked with the resistance but had not been on any missions with the Electroclan. After the fall of the Elgen she went to work with Carl Vey and Veytric.

Ian

Power: Ability to see through electrolocation, which is the same way sharks and eels see through muddy or murky water.

Along with McKenna and Abigail, Ian was held captive by the Elgen for many years because he refused to follow Hatch. He joined the Electroclan after escaping from the Elgen Academy’s prison. He is currently leading an oceanic exploration team hunting for sunken treasure and shipwrecks. He has been featured on the History Channel and the Discovery Channel. He is currently working with famed producer Tim Horejs on a documentary called Atlantis Uncovered.

Jack

Power: Not an electric child.

Jack spends a lot of time in the gym and is very strong. He is also excellent with cars. Originally one of Michael’s bullies, he joined the Electroclan after Michael bribed him to help Michael rescue his mother from Dr. Hatch. He has been hired by the Veytric Corporation (the former Elgen Corporation) as the assistant head of security. He is currently stationed in South America. The distance has caused a rift between him and Abigail, who is currently studying at Texas Christian University in Fort Worth, Texas.

Kylee

Power: Born with the ability to create electromagnetic power, she is basically a human magnet.

One of Hatch’s Glows, she spends most of her time shopping. Kylee and Bryan are the only Glows who remained loyal to Hatch after the battle of Hades. Along with Bryan, she is currently a fugitive. Whereabouts unknown.

McKenna

Power: Ability to create light and heat. She can heat herself to more than three thousand kelvins.

Along with Ian and Abigail, McKenna was held captive by the Elgen for many years because she refused to follow Hatch. She joined the Electroclan after escaping from the Elgen Academy’s prison, known as Purgatory. McKenna is studying thermal engineering at Stanford University. McKenna and Ostin are still a “unit,” as Ostin calls it.

Nichelle

Power: Nichelle acts as an electrical ground and can both detect and drain the powers of the other electric children. She can also enhance their powers, though not nearly as much as Tessa can.

Nichelle was Hatch’s main source of power over the rest of the electric children until he abandoned her during the battle at the Elgen Academy. Although everyone was nervous about it, the Electroclan recruited her to join them on their mission to save Jade Dragon, and she has become a loyal Electroclan member. She is currently living in Spokane, Washington, where she attends Gonzaga University.

Quentin

Power: Ability to create isolated electromagnetic pulses, which lets him take out all electrical devices within twenty yards.

Quentin is the president of Hatch’s Glows. Before his defection, he was regarded by the Elgen as the second-in-command, just below Hatch. He is now a member of the Electroclan. After the fall of the Elgen, he moved to Florida, where he started several businesses, including a popular dance club called Q.

Tanner

Power: Ability to interfere with airplanes’ electrical navigation systems and cause them to malfunction and crash. His powers are so advanced that he can do this from the ground.

After years of mistreatment by the Elgen, Tanner was rescued by the Electroclan from the Peruvian Starxource plant and was subsequently staying with the resistance so he had a chance to recover. Tanner died in the battle of Hades. There is a monument to him, and other fallen heroes, on the north end of the island.

Tara

Power: Tara’s abilities are similar to her twin sister’s in that she can disrupt normal electronic brain functions. Through years of practicing and refining her powers, Tara has learned to focus on specific parts of the brain in order to create emotions such as fear or joy.

Tara is Taylor’s twin (they were adopted by different families after they were born) and lived with Hatch and the Elgen since she was six years old. Tara is now Taylor’s roommate at Arizona State University. Like her sister, she is studying psychology.

Tessa

Power: Tessa’s abilities are the opposite of Nichelle’s main power—Tessa is able to enhance the powers of the other electric children.

Tessa escaped from the Elgen at the Starxource plant in Peru and lived in the Amazon jungle for six months with an indigenous tribe called the Amacarra. She joined the Electroclan after the tribe rescued Michael from the Elgen and brought them together. She is currently just enjoying her life, painting and working on a book about her adventures in the jungle living with the Amacarra tribe.

Torstyn

Power: One of the more lethal of the electric children, Torstyn can create microwaves.

Torstyn is one of Hatch’s Glows and was instrumental to the Elgen in building the Peruvian Starxource plant. He is Quentin’s right-hand man. He was always a thrill-seeker and extremist and, with only his powers, would hunt anacondas and jaguars in the jungles of Peru. After the end of the Elgen, he moved to Florida with Quentin, but his need for danger pushed him into undesirable company.

Wade

Power: Not an electric child.

Wade was Jack’s best friend and joined the Electroclan at the same time he did. Wade was killed in the jungles of Peru when he was surprised by an Elgen guard. Jack commissioned a monument for his friend, which was erected in the jungle at the place where Wade fell. Though the site is difficult to get to, Jack visits the monument every year to lay flowers.

Zeus

Power: Ability to “throw” electricity from his body.

Zeus (real name Frank) was kidnapped by the Elgen as a young child and lived for many years as one of Hatch’s Glows. He joined the Electroclan when they escaped from the Elgen Academy. Zeus is currently trying to decide what he wants to do with his life and is in no particular hurry to find out.
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The Three Elite Elgen Guard Units
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Chasqui

Translated from the ancient Quechuan dialect, the word “chasqui” means “messenger of light.” The Chasqui are a special Elgen military order in Peru. Their roles are specifically connected to the Peruvian Starxource plant in Puerto Maldonado. Like the other elite Elgen units, they operate independently of the Elgen command.
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Domguard

Also known as the “Order of the Amber Tunic.” The Domguard are a very powerful and secretive global force. They operate more as a cult than a corporate security force. Their intense, esoteric beliefs and their worship of the electric children make them the most dangerous of the Elite Guard.

    [image: ]

Lung Li

The Lung Li (literally translated from Mandarin Chinese as “dragon power”) is a special Chinese Elgen military order. Their activities are limited to countries in the Eastern Hemisphere, including China, Singapore, Taiwan, Korea, Japan, Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, and the Philippines.
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PART ONE
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Prelude Resurrections

Chasqui Elgen Guard Headquarters, Peru

(Three Years Earlier)

“Your Eminence, we’ve just received an intelligence.”

“Intelligence,” the Chasqui sovereign repeated without looking up. “Why must they call it that? What is this intelligence, Lieutenant?”

“Admiral-General Hatch is dead.”

Eli Amash, the Chasqui’s sovereign leader, looked up from the maps he was studying. “Are you certain?”

“An agent on Funafuti radioed the message during the night.”

Amash pounded his fist down onto his desk. “The Domguard beat us to him. I didn’t expect them to make their move so soon.”

“It wasn’t the Domguard, Your Eminence. It was Michael Vey.”

The sovereign looked at him quizzically. “Michael Vey is dead.”

“That is what we believed, Your Eminence. But Vey is alive.”

“That’s impossible, Lieutenant. I saw him die. He was struck by lightning on the Hades radio tower just before that explosion decimated the island. Even if he survived the lightning and the explosion, he couldn’t have survived the fall from the tower. It was more than two hundred feet high.”

“We can’t explain it, Your Eminence. But we have confirmed it was Vey. We have multiple eyewitness reports, and one of our agents sent a digital video before he was captured by the Tuvaluan rebels. I have seen it myself. It is Vey. Only, his power has grown.”

The Chasqui sovereign considered the report. “Perhaps being struck by lightning added to Vey’s power. What of Tuvalu?”

“The Tuvaluans have regained control of their country. They have overthrown the remaining Elgen forces and freed their prime minister.”

“Where are the Elgen boats?”

“All were sunk except for the Edison, which was out to sea when the insurrection began. We do not know the status of the Joule.”

“And where are Hatch’s electric children?”

“Also unknown, Your Eminence.”

The sovereign tapped his pen on his desk as he thought over his next move.

“… There’s more, Your Eminence. We have discovered the identity of the voice.”

“Yes?”

“The voice is scientist Dr. Coonradt, the inventor of the MEI.”

“Coonradt was also believed dead….”

“And he was working with Carl Vey.”

“Another dead man. Remarkable. The resistance was far more clever than we believed. Let us hope that Hatch stays dead. What of Hatch’s EGGs? Have they tried to take control of the Elgen?”

“No. Except for Welch, they are all in the custody of the Tuvaluans. We could free them.”

“No. Let the Tuvaluans deal with them and save us the trouble.”

“What are your orders, Your Eminence?”

“Send out forces to raid all South American Starxource plants. Secure all computers and files—then bring the Elgen soldiers and scientists to the compound in Puerto.”

“What if they won’t come?”

“Then eliminate them. Anyone not with us is against us.” He scratched his chin. “One more thing. I want you to bring me two Glows: the one they call Grace and the one they call Taylor. Grace has access to all the information the Elgen hold, every hidden account, the name of every official Hatch bribed or threatened along the way. She knows everything.”

“Do we know her whereabouts?”

“The last we knew, she was with the voice.”

“And the other Glow? What is her benefit to us?”

“The Glow Taylor has powers she does not yet fully understand or comprehend.”

“What kind of powers?”

“She can see the future. Grace knows everything that has happened in the past, but Taylor knows what will happen in the future. But we must hurry. With Hatch gone, the Domguard will immediately start hunting the Glows, so they can worship them in their twisted rituals.” He breathed out slowly. “I think I would like to know more about Michael Vey.”

“I will see to it, Your Eminence. Should we prepare to capture all the Glows?”

“In time. Right now, just bring me Taylor and Grace. Whoever captures Grace will rule the empire the Elgen built. But whoever captures Taylor will rule the world.”
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PART TWO
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1 The Second Act


My life is snoring.

Everything’s boring.



Tuesday, April 16 (My Birthday)

My name is Michael Vey. It’s been a few years since I’ve written anything about my life. Really, there hasn’t been a whole lot to write about. At least not anything you’d want to read. That’s because the last three years have been what most people consider normal—and by “normal,” I mean not being tied up and fed to rats or being hunted by a homicidal maniac who bought a cannibal fork so he could celebrate his victory over us by eating me.

I’m in my second semester of my junior year of college, working toward a business management degree. Even that sounds boring. I scribbled that rhyme—technically a couplet—as I counted down the minutes until class was over. Other than our upcoming Electroclan reunion, there’s nothing in my life that vaguely excites me right now.

The thing is, in a life like mine, normal doesn’t feel normal. I hear these college students around me talk about what they want to do with their lives. I’ve already faced death, brought down a dictator, captured billions of dollars, and saved the world from Elgen tyranny. What am I supposed to do for a second act? I mean, what other college student has the Tuvaluan medal of honor and is also on the Peruvian government’s Most-Wanted Terrorists list? (I’m still on it. You can see it online.) The thing is, easy living makes for boring reading. Who wants to read about someone’s normal day?

Since I last wrote, I graduated from high school, started college at Boise State, and went fishing with my dad in Alaska. Actually, the fishing thing had its moment. My dad and I were fishing for salmon at Mendenhall Lake in Juneau. After an hour we still hadn’t caught anything when I had an idea. I put my hand into the water and pulsed. You should have seen the fish jump out of the water. Six of them jumped into the boat. It was crazy. A thirty-inch king salmon smacked me in the face. Another landed in my dad’s lap. My dad hinted that it took the fun out of fishing, but really, how much fun is fishing anyway? Sitting around in a boat holding a stick? Besides, I don’t think catching fish was really what was on his mind. I think he just wanted to spend time with me. After him being gone for eight years, we had a lot to catch up on.

Which leads me to another thought. The last time I wrote, I had just found out that my father was alive, something I learned just as General-Admiral-President-Doctor Hatch—whatever he was calling himself back then—was about to kill him. I’m grateful he’s back, but it’s changed things. To be honest, reconnecting with my father was harder than I thought it would be. A lot harder. First, deep inside, I think I still have some resentment for what his “death” put my mother and me through. I’m not saying he didn’t do the right thing in faking his death. We were all in real danger, and faking his death was probably the only way my father could have kept us all from really dying.

Second, for all those years, my mother and I were all we had, so there’s a special bond there. It’s not like I have an Oedipus complex or anything. I just still feel intensely protective of her. That’s why I risked my life rescuing her from the Elgen. People say things like “I’d take a bullet for you,” but I really did. That’s something few people will ever experience. I feel guilty saying this, but, in all honesty, it felt a little like my father was crashing the party. But I’m working through this. At least I’m trying. Maybe I need a therapist.

Having a father around isn’t the only major change I’m dealing with. We now live in a mansion in the same neighborhood where I went to my first real party—the one where I knocked Corky over. It still doesn’t feel real. Maybe it’s imposter syndrome.

I think my dad bought the mansion because he was trying to make up for all my mother and I had gone without, but my mom really didn’t want a house that big. “It’s just more to clean,” she says. So, we got house cleaners. But I think there’s more to it. We had lived in little apartments for so long, it’s what we were used to. In our apartment I couldn’t sneeze without my mother asking me if I was coming down with something. Now I could scream in my room and no one would hear me. Like in outer space.

Taylor and I are still together—at least emotionally. I’m here in Boise, and she’s studying psychology at ASU in Phoenix, Arizona.

Taylor and her twin sister, Tara, are roommates. I don’t know what Tara’s majoring in. Maybe psychology as well, but more likely partying. I love Tara, but talk about head games. One time, she made everyone think she was Ostin. I suspected something, so I said, “Ostin, explain again the Dyson sphere.” Tara just looked at me, then said, “I’m not feeling like it,” which, frankly, was more revealing than her not knowing what a Dyson sphere was. The one thing Ostin is never not in the mood for—besides eating—is explaining something.

Case in point. I once asked him a complex geometry question. I was doing homework late at night, and he was watching TV. He answered the question correctly. When I said thank you, he didn’t answer. When I checked on him, he was asleep.

I’m not really sure where Jack and Abi are. At least relationally. Physically, Jack went to Italy for a year to train with Veytric Security and then was re-stationed in Brazil. It’s his job to watch over all the South American Starxource plants. The Peruvian Starxource plant in the jungle we destroyed was never rebuilt. A new one was constructed closer to Lima, which made more sense.

The first time Jack went back to Peru, he called me and we reminisced about the old days, like when Zeus saved us all by setting off the sprinkler system, killing the rats and almost himself in the process. Jack said it was a head trip going back, like a soldier returning to an old war zone. He even went back to the spot where Wade was killed. I don’t think Jack will ever get over that. None of us will, but no one was as affected as Jack.

Jack wanted Abi to go with him to Italy, then South America, but she didn’t. She had her own dreams. I think that’s what started the rift between them. I don’t blame Abi for not going. She wanted to go into the field of medicine. She started in nursing. She’s exactly the kind of nurse I’d want—especially since she can take away pain without drugs. Then she decided to get her doctorate as a nurse anesthetist at Texas Christian University in Fort Worth. That way she can take away pain without always suffering herself.

Then, there’s Ostin. Ostin’s studying at Caltech. If you don’t know where Caltech is, don’t worry, you’re not going there. It’s one of those schools where you have to have a 4.17 grade point average to get in. I didn’t even know that grade point averages went that high. That means if you have a straight-A GPA, you’re way below average.

Of course, Ostin is anything but average. His SAT was 1600, which is perfect. To put that into perspective, more than two million students take the test each year. Less than five hundred people get a perfect score. That’s like half of a percent of a percent of a percent. Ostin didn’t just get a perfect score—he finished the test in less than an hour. The SAT is supposed to take three hours and fifteen minutes with breaks. He answered the last question at forty-seven minutes, twelve seconds. He timed it. Of course he did.



I don’t know why I thought everything would be easy after defeating the Elgen—as if I thought the world was peaceful except for them. It’s not. It never has been. There will always be monsters and bullies. Big countries bully little countries. Countries bully citizens. Citizens bully each other. Maybe if people were more kind, countries would be too.

After all we experienced, it’s no surprise that I have some PTSD. I’ve heard it said that soldiers can leave the war but the war doesn’t always leave them. I get it. Sometimes I wake in the night screaming.

A few years ago, I woke screaming, and my mother came in to check on me. I was still asleep and I thought she was an Elgen guard. I shocked her so badly, she lost consciousness. It could have been much worse. I could have electrocuted her. I lock my door now.

Like I said, things have been pretty predictable and dull, and the only thing I was really looking forward to was our upcoming Electroclan reunion. And that’s when my story got interesting again.

I was hoping for something exciting to come along. I guess I should be more careful of what I wish for.
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2 Why We Glow

I was walking to the student union building to get some lunch when my phone rang. The ringtone was the sound of dueling light sabers. I let Ostin pick his own ringtone.

“I know why you glow,” Ostin said before I could speak.

Classic Ostin. Normal people start phone calls with a question, like “How are you?” or “Whassup?” or, considering the day, “Happy birthday, man.” Not Ostin. He always started calls with a declaration, like, “Tesla was definitely smarter than Edison,” or “Dark matter accounts for eighty-five percent of the matter in the universe.” Or, in this case, “I know why you glow.”

But then, Ostin’s not exactly normal. I don’t mean that as an insult. Actually, it’s a compliment. What makes Ostin abnormal is precisely what I admire most about him. Normal people don’t change the world.

“That’s what you’re studying at school? Why we glow?”

“No. I was doing my own research and figured that out on my own.”

I’m guessing that Ostin’s the only student at Caltech who creates his own homework, because he didn’t have enough already. He once told me that he resented sleeping because it took away from his study time. (He also told me that he loved to sleep because it was like death without the commitment.)

“So why do we glow?” I asked.

“The same reason the Aequorea victoria species of jellyfish glows. It has a fluorescent protein that generates bioluminescence. But there’s more.”

Of course there is.

“I figured out that if I were to place a single protein on an aluminum electrode and expose it to ultraviolet light, it would create a nanoscale electric current. So here’s my idea. Imagine merging a sentient organism with nanoscale technology. Totally Borg.”

“I have no idea what you just said. Speak like a normal human.”

“Which part didn’t you understand?”

“Pretty much all of it. Actually, all of it.”

“Let me put it this way. We could take a small piece of a jellyfish and use it as a battery to run small devices.”

I just shook my head. Ostin would probably win a Nobel Prize for something he did for fun. “You did all that research, and it had nothing to do with your studies?”

“It’s my extracurricular activity. All schools have extracurricular activities.”

“That usually means a fraternity or sports,” I said. “Or pranks.”

“We’ve got pranks. Caltechians are famous for their pranks. In fact, pranks are encouraged by the administration. As long as property isn’t damaged, no laws are broken, and no one gets hurt.”

“What kind of pranks?”

“Creative ones, of course. One year a group of Caltechians showed up in Boston on registration day and handed out free MIT T-shirts. The back of the shirts read, Because Not Everyone Can Go to Caltech.”

I laughed. “That’s funny.”

“Another time, they hacked into the scoreboard during the Rose Bowl and changed the teams, from UCLA versus Illinois, to Caltech thirty-eight, MIT nine, which is probably the only way Caltech would win the Rose Bowl.”

“That’s the only way Caltech would get into the Rose Bowl,” I said. “Does Caltech even have a football team?”

“They did, but they shut it down thirty years ago. We were the Beavers.”

I couldn’t tell if he was joking, even though he never joked. “The Beavers?”

“Yeah.”

“Not even ‘the fighting Beavers’?”

“Nope. Just Beavers.”

“Fierce,” I said. I actually expected something like the Caltech Technicians or the Killer Droids. “Were they any good?”

“I don’t think they would have shut the program down if they were any good.”

“Of course not.”

“But if they ever brought football back and if they made it to the Rose Bowl…”

“… Two majorly unlikely ‘ifs,’ ” I said.

“I know, but if it happened, I have an idea for an awesome prank.”

“Again, not going to happen, but tell me about it.”

“I’m going to figure out a way to project a hologram of a flying saucer right above the field.”

“That would be cool until someone has a heart attack or gets trampled in the panic.”

“Why would someone have a heart attack or panic?”

“Because it’s a UFO…”

Ostin didn’t respond.

“… and they were terrified.”

Still nothing.

“It would be like Orson Welles’s War of the Worlds broadcast.”

“That made broadcast history. I could make history.”

“You already made history when you helped bring down the Elgen. Maybe you should just stick to your studies.”

“Too boring.” Only Ostin could go to the toughest school in the world and be bored.

“I still think you should have just taken the job with Veytric. You could learn on the job with some of the top scientists in the world.”

“I know. But it’s like those high school football players going straight to the pros. Sometimes it’s best to finish school.”

“Wisely said. So whassup?”

“I just finished my final final.” He sounded sad about this. I’m sure he was.

“How did you…?” I stopped myself. Stupid question. “Perfect score?”

“Yeah. I found a mistake the professor made on the test. I showed him.”

“I’m guessing he probably wasn’t too happy about that.”

“He wasn’t. How did you know that?”

That was just so Ostin. He could recite pi to a hundred thousand digits but couldn’t understand why showing up his professor might make his professor mad.

“So what are you going to do with all your free time? Besides study jellyfish and hologram projection.”

“I’ve been doing some sightseeing. You know Caltech is in Pasadena. It’s less than a mile from the old Elgen Academy.”

The mere mention of the place made me feel nauseous. Home of Cell 25.

“I was thinking of going back to visit. For old times’ sake.”

“That’s like Custer going back to Little Bighorn,” I said.

“No. Custer died. We didn’t.”

“We came close enough,” I said. “Besides, I’d rather not remember that. I hear it’s a private school now.”

“It is. I wonder what they did with Cell 25.”

“It’s probably just a storage closet now. When is your flight home?”

“Tomorrow. Six twenty-nine p.m. Unless it’s late. Delta flight 1275.”

“That’s precise. When does McKenna get into town?”

“Thursday, four fifty-five p.m. United flight 2274. What about Taylor?”

“Tara and Taylor get in tomorrow afternoon. They’re flying in on the company Learjet.”

“The company jets are sweet,” Ostin said.

“I try to forget Hatch used to tool around in those. Do you need a ride home from the airport?”

“No, my parents are picking me up. Then we’re going straight to dinner. Dorothy’s worried that once McKenna gets here, she’ll never see me.” (Ostin had taken to calling his mother by her first name.)

“She’s a little possessive of you.”

“I just hope she doesn’t make a Welcome Home sign with a balloon arch she wants me to walk through. It’s so embarrassing.” He changed the subject. “We’ve got to do PizzaMax. For old times’ sake.”

“I heard they might be closing.”

“What? Kill me now.”

“Won’t do that.”

“Then I’ll buy it.”

“Maybe it’s just a rumor. Give me a call when you get home.”

“Before you hang up, happy birthday. I have a present for you.”

“Is it a Caltech sweatshirt?” I asked.

“How did you know that?”

“Lucky guess. I’ll wear it on the Boise campus. Impress people.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said.

“See you, Liss.” We hung up. “Go, Beavers.”



The student union was always crowded. Or maybe it just felt that way because I was always alone. Nothing makes you feel lonely like a crowd.

I got a bowl of rice noodles with spicy pork, and a slice of pizza, then sat down to eat. I spent a lot of time alone at school. Sometimes I felt like an invisible man walking through a campus of people who didn’t know me and had no idea what I’d been through. Think of it this way—what if you were a soldier and you’d escaped from a POW camp where you’d been tortured and beaten on a regular basis. Then you got home and you heard someone say, “I broke a nail today. Life is so hard.”

That’s what my life felt like every day, which led to this observation. The more insignificant someone’s life is, the more they try to make insignificant things seem big. Just human nature, I guess.

I was halfway through my meal when my phone rang again. It was Taylor. Her ringtone was an oldie she also programmed herself—“Take My Breath Away.” No explanation needed.

I missed her. We were in an awkward place, where we were too young to commit to something permanent, but after what we’d been through, I knew she was the one I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

Taylor wasn’t as lonely as I was, since she was with her twin sister, Tara. They had a lot of missed time to make up for. Today was Taylor and Tara’s birthday as well.

“Happy birthday, gorgeous,” I said.

“Happy birthday to you, handsome electric man. What are you doing?”

“Eating lunch.”

“With who?”

“Just me.”

“That makes me sad. You’re eating alone on your birthday?”

“I eat alone every day.”

“You should find some friends.”

“I have all the friends I need. I just hung up with Ostin.”

“What’s he up to?”

“The usual brain games. He just gets smarter.”

“He’d lose his mind here. You’ll never believe how stupid some of these students are. Today, in my astronomy class, one girl asked why meteors always fell into craters.”

“Was she serious?”

“As serious as a brain aneurysm. And last week, in my social psychology class, we had a pop quiz. There were twenty true-or-false questions. One of the students got every one of them wrong. I mean, he could have guessed and gotten at least half of them right. The professor was so amazed that he bought the student a cup of coffee.”

“That’s a special kind of stupid,” I said.

“Stupid is what stupid does,” she said.

“You mean like live in a different city than my girlfriend?”

She sighed. “I miss you, Michael. But I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“A temporary reprieve.”

“Yeah, but right now I’ll take every minute with you I can. Are your parents doing something for your birthday?”

“My mother made me waffles for breakfast. Like always.”

“She’ll never change.”

“I hope not. How about you?”

“We’re celebrating tomorrow. My mom’s making a cake for Tara and me.” She lightly groaned. “Tara’s calling. I’d better take it. I sent her on an errand, and she’s probably lost. I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye, love.”

“Bye.” I hung up my phone. Having Taylor back was really the only birthday present I wanted.




[image: ]

3 Not My Circus

I finished my lunch, then grabbed my backpack and walked across campus to my car. As I was crossing the parking lot, my thoughts were disrupted by the sound of two people arguing. About twenty yards in front of me a man and a woman were standing between two cars, the woman with her back to me. The fight sounded pretty heated, so I looked away. Not my circus, not my monkeys.

When I was parallel to them, I glanced over. The woman was petite with long brunette hair. She was clearly the student of the two. She wore glasses and had a backpack over one shoulder. The guy was tall and bald, with an anchor beard and mustache. He looked like he was a bodybuilder, with a thick upper body and narrow waist.

I soon realized that it wasn’t an argument but an attack. The dude, who was like twice her size, was red in the face from yelling at her.

Suddenly he grabbed her by the hair and slammed her head against the truck with a loud bang. She dropped her backpack and grabbed her head.

“Please stop,” she said, her voice trembling. Her head was down, cowering from him, her hair covering her face. “I was only trying to explain—”

“Don’t talk back to me!” he shouted. Before she could say anything else, he clocked her on the side of the head. Her glasses flew off as she fell to the ground. She lay there, blindly groping for her glasses. She found them and put them back on.

Dude, leave her alone, I thought.

“Are you sorry yet?” he shouted. “Or you still got excuses?”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

He kicked her. “You sure?”

“Yes. I’m really sorry.”

That’s enough, I thought. I set my backpack on the ground, then walked back toward them. Like I said, the guy was big, like football-lineman big. He kind of reminded me of an Elgen guard without the uniform and weapons. Not that he intimidated me. It had been a long time since anyone had scared me. Swallowing lightning will do that.

“Hey,” I shouted at him. “Leave her alone.”

The guy turned toward me. His eyes looked crazy. “What did you say?”

“I’ll speak slower so you can understand, moron. I said, leave. Her. Alone.”

“And you think you’re going to make me?”

“If that’s what you want,” I said. “Probably not your best option.” I looked down at the woman. “Let me help you.”

There was fear in her eyes, but she didn’t say anything. She probably just thought that I could only make things worse for her. This guy was going to pound me into the asphalt, then punish her more because I intervened.

“You don’t need to be afraid,” I said. “I can handle this.” I looked up at the raging dude. I was twitching because of my Tourette’s. Any kind of excitement set off my tics.

His eyes narrowed. “Are you winking at me, you fairy?”

If he was trying to make me angrier, he just did. I looked into his face. “Dude, you’re really ugly up close. Is that a mustache, or did you braid your nose hair?”

His face turned red.

“I’m giving you one last chance to walk away,” I said.

His expression turned from homicidal maniac to slightly amused. “You’re giving me a chance?” He raised his fist. “I’m going to—”

“Too late,” I said. I stretched out my hand and pulsed. The sound of arcing electricity crackled in the air as the force of my pulse slammed him so hard against the car behind him that its alarm went off. He fell to the ground just a few feet from the woman. He was still twitching uncontrollably when I offered the woman my hand.

She just looked at me. After what I’d just done, she was probably afraid to touch me. Up close, I noticed that she already had a black eye—which she had tried to cover up with makeup—and her arm had large bruises on it. This obviously wasn’t the first time this guy had used her as his punching bag.

“Let me help you up,” I said. “I promise it won’t hurt.”

She cautiously gave me her hand, and I helped her to her feet. I glanced over at the guy, who had now crawled onto his knees and was trying to stand, his legs still shaky. You would think that after a shock like that he’d stay down, but I’d only made him angrier. Like Tasing a bull. (You can see that online. Spoiler alert: bulls don’t like being Tased.)

Jack used to say… Don’t injure what you can’t kill. The thing is, I had enough electricity in me to kill about anything. I had to cut way back on my pulse not to seriously hurt him. Like they said on that Star Trek show, set phasers to stun. I wasn’t as electric as I’d been in Tuvalu, after the explosion—most of that had worn off—but I was definitely more electric than I’d been before Tuvalu.

I looked around to see if anyone was watching. Then I asked the woman, “Is this your truck?”

“It’s his. He was picking me up from class.”

“I can give you a ride somewhere.”

She glanced back at the man. He was now back on his feet, leaning against his truck.

“You’re not going anywhere,” the man said to her, pointing his index finger at the woman. “And you, twitchy…”

This dude had obviously missed science class, because he said that while he was leaning against his truck.

“You want to see who’s twitchy?” I put my hand on the truck and pulsed, adding a little more juice this time. The jolt again knocked him off his feet. He groaned out as he hit the asphalt. He was twitching again.

“Just a minute,” I said to the woman. I walked over and took a knee next to the guy. “Okay, dude. It’s clear you’re not the sharpest tool in the shed, even though you are a tool.” I put my hand on his shoulder and continued shocking him with a lesser but constant pulse. His muscles seized as he shook beneath my electricity.

“I’m taking this woman someplace far away from you. I know you can’t stand right now, but when you can, if you come after her, you won’t stand again for a very, very long time. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

He was unable to communicate except with his eyes, which were wide with confusion and maybe a little fear.

“Sorry.” I stopped pulsing. “It’s hard to speak with all that voltage pulsing through your body. Do you understand?”

“Yeah.”

“I was kind of hoping you’d put up more of a fight. Few things are more satisfying than giving a bully what they deserve. Just look it up on the internet. That kind of thing gets millions of views.

“Maybe we should have filmed all this so the whole world could see the coward you really are. Tough guy like you hitting a woman that’s half your size. Even you have to admit how pathetic that is. Don’t you?”

He just looked at me.

“I asked you a question, bonehead.” I pulsed again.

He was clearly a narcissist, so I knew that having to do what I said was killing him. At least metaphorically, which was better than being killed by my electricity. I pulsed harder and he shouted out, “Yes.”

“Shock treatment’s a pretty effective training tool. Especially for dumb animals. Just remember what I said. You stay on the ground until we’re gone. If not, we’re going to start this all over for real. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good boy.” He groaned when I took my hand off him. I slapped him on his head, then stood and walked back to the woman, who had been watching quizzically. She was dark featured, with pretty but sad eyes, swollen from crying.

“Come on,” I said. “I’m parked over there.”

After we’d walked a few steps, the woman asked, “What did you do to him?”

“I Tased him.”

“You don’t have a Taser.”

I already had an excuse handy. “I know, it’s something experimental. It doesn’t need wires. I work for an electrical appliance invention company.”

“I could use one of those.”

“Or a new boyfriend,” I said.

“He’s my husband.”

I looked at her. “I’m sorry.”

We stopped in front of my car. She looked at it for a moment, then said, “This is your car?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“It looks like a race car.”

“It’s an Aspark Owl. It’s an electric sports car.”

“You must be very rich. How much did it cost?”

“A lot.” I opened the door for her, which lifted like a bird’s wing. The interior of the car looked more like a jet cockpit than a roadster. “Get in.”

She sat back in the bucket seat, and I closed the door after her. Then I walked around to my side of the car.

I was used to this kind of response to my car. The Aspark Owl is one of the coolest cars in the world. It’s super low to the ground, only thirty-nine inches high, which means you have to slide down into it.

It didn’t just look fast. It had the fastest acceleration of any car in the world, zero mph to sixty mph in 1.72 seconds. Faster than a Porsche, Ferrari, Lamborghini. All of them. That’s, like, rocket-sled fast. (Actually, it’s not. Ostin let me know that a rocket sled can accelerate and travel at speeds in excess of Mach 5, more than ten times that fast.)

Still, my car was pretty fast. It can hit its top speed of two hundred fifty miles per hour in less than ten seconds. Not surprisingly, it’s also one of the most expensive cars in the world, costing more than three million dollars. That’s Rolls-Royce–Bugatti Veyron territory.

I know that’s a ridiculous amount of coin to spend on a car, but we didn’t pay that much. In fact, we didn’t pay anything at all. It was something my father worked out. He was partnering with the company who made the car, designing custom Starxource charging stations, and the car I was driving was part of the package. My father gave it to me for my eighteenth birthday. If he was trying to make up for a lot of missed birthdays—mission accomplished.

If I was trying to avoid attention, it really wasn’t the thing to drive. At almost every intersection I stopped at, someone rolled down their window to ask what it was. Sometimes I’d find people taking selfies next to it.

One time Taylor and I were getting some lunch at a café when I heard a man bragging to the waitress, pointing to my car in the parking lot. I think she surprised the guy when she asked for a ride.

“I wonder how he’s going to get out of that,” Taylor said.

To our surprise the guy looked at the waitress and said, “Sure, why not?”

Taylor and I just looked at each other. “This is going to be interesting.”

A few minutes later they walked out to my car. Taylor and I followed ten yards behind them. I was holding my key fob in my pocket. When he was close enough to touch my car, I set off the alarm. It let out a piercing siren, and the man jumped back. The waitress shouted over the wail, “Why don’t you shut it off?”

I walked past them, shut off the alarm, and opened the door for Taylor.

“Because it’s not really his car,” I said.

The man turned beet red. The waitress glared at him, then walked back to the restaurant, while the guy shuffled off to his own car, which was something like an old Ford Pinto. I kind of felt bad for him.

“I feel like I’m in a spaceship,” the woman said to me, looking around the car.

“Pretty close,” I said, rolling down my window. “What’s your name?”

“Alexis.”

I shook her hand. “I’m Michael.” I pushed a button to engage my car. When I looked up, her husband’s truck was driving toward us. “Your husband’s going to ram us.”

“He has anger issues.”

“Apparently.” I put my hand out the window, hoping I could pull a Quentin and short out his electrical system. He was still a hundred feet from us when I sent a massive lightning ball toward the truck. It exploded against the truck’s grill, and the sound of the roaring engine stopped, though the truck continued rolling toward us.

“Don’t do it, man. You can’t afford the repair bill.”

He was a road-rage-fueled parking-lot kamikaze.

He kept coming.

“Sit back,” I said to the woman.

By the time his truck hit us, it had lost most of its power but was still moving fast enough to cave in the front side of my car. My beautiful car. It was like slashing a Picasso. Also, the airbags deployed, which, if you’ve never felt that, roughly feels like being hit in the face with a punching bag at two hundred miles an hour.

As the airbag deflated, I looked out the window. I couldn’t see the dude’s face since his airbags had inflated as well, but now I was really mad. Sparking mad, I called it, which means electricity was arcing between my fingers. I hid my hands from the woman so it wouldn’t scare her. “Are you okay?” I asked her.

“I think so. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not you,” I said.

I got out of the car. As I walked around the back side of the truck, crazy man threw open his door and hopped out like he was entering a fighting cage, ready for round two, or three—whatever round we were on by that point. His nose was bleeding, from the truck’s airbag.

“You just crashed into my car,” I said. I pulsed so hard, it knocked him off his feet. He fell back to the asphalt, smacking his head hard enough that I could hear it. I was still holding back, though it took practically all the restraint I could muster. If I hadn’t stopped his car, he could have seriously hurt us. I wanted to fry the guy. Instead, I took out my cell phone and dialed 911.

“Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”
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