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Dedication

 

So many people have helped me along my journey…to the memory of my mom and dad, to my brother and cousin, to my teachers and colleagues, to my friends past and present…each of you holds a special place in my own power club.

And to Damon and the members of the PC, who have entrusted me with their story for so long. I hope I’ve got it right.


Prologue

A Special Club

 

A brown-and-white police car pulled up to Damon’s house. Damon sat in the back on a dull leather seat which reeked of sweat and vomit—not his own. Tears burned his cheeks as he held his breath, trying not to retch. He couldn’t believe someone called the cops. He couldn’t believe they arrested him instead of the kids who stole his bike.

“Arrested” wasn’t the right word. The cops didn’t put handcuffs on him. Still, the two officers kept their null-guns and shock batons ready. Damon felt like a criminal.

The officers let Damon out in front of his house for all the neighbors to see. He wanted to hide from prying eyes—but he knew using his power again would get him in more trouble. To drive home this point, the police warned his mother, when they escorted him to the front door, that Damon must never use his power in public again.

“Don’t worry about the bike.” Damon’s mother cleaned his lip where the winged boy split it before the cops showed up. “Your father and I will buy you a new one next spring.”

“Mom,” he said, exasperated, “I don’t want a new bike. Call the police chief. Maybe he’ll send some officers to get my bike back.”

“Honey, that’s not how things work in the district.”

Ow! Damon’s lip stung as his mom dabbed it with a damp cloth. She held his arm tight as he tried to squirm away.

“What were you doing in that neighborhood?” she said. “It’s in a dangerous part of the district. You know you’re not supposed to go there.”

Damon blubbered, “I dunno.” His mother wouldn’t understand. He had lived in the district almost as long as he could remember, but there were parts of it he had never seen and wanted to explore—even though the district was very small, only about two and a half miles long. He couldn’t leave the district without permission from the government and wasn’t even allowed to use his power except at home or school. This rule, he’d just found out, applied even to self-defense.

The incident burned in his memory. When he rode up the hill, he saw two powered kids out playing. One boy sprouted bat-like wings and flew over the other kid, who reached out to him with puffy, mist-enshrouded arms which resembled clouds. These kids were using their powers freely. Maybe, Damon thought, the rules did not apply in their neighborhood.

But when Damon tried to join in on the fun, they jeered at him: “You don’t belong to our special club.” The cloud boy reached out with his arms, the force blowing Damon off his bike. Then the batwing boy swooped down and made a play for the bike. “We’ll just keep your bike for trespassing in our neighborhood.”

Damon did the only thing he could do, the only thing he’d been trained to do. He exhaled, and the darkness came. His dark-space, as he called it, was just a field of darkness. Sometimes, depending on his mood, it resembled a cloud. Other times, it appeared as a void. Damon could make it large enough to fill a room, if he wanted. No one inside the dark-space could see, except for him. People and objects appeared black and white in his night vision, the term he preferred. No one could hear, either, unless he opened a sound-space.

The void of darkness had the desired effect. It frightened the kids, who suddenly couldn’t see or hear. Damon should have pedaled away, he now realized. Instead he reached forward and extended his thumb and forefinger, opening a sound-space so he could tell them he didn’t mean to trespass and only wanted to play with them. Big mistake. The kids followed the sound of his voice and ganged up on him. Damon got away. Then the cops came.

“What did those kids mean,” he asked his mother, “about belonging to a special club?”

Leah Neumeyer folded the damp cloth and put it aside. She sat on the ottoman—Damon lounged in the recliner—and looked at the floor of the living room. “Well, I guess you were going to learn about them sooner or later. The district allows older kids to use their powers in public if they belong to certain kinds of clubs. The clubs have to be registered with the district, and they have to follow rules.”

“Like being allowed to steal other kids’ bikes?”

“Oh, hush, honey. A lot of things in the district aren’t fair. Remember when we first moved here and your dad’s car got stolen?”

Damon nodded.

“Well, it wasn’t really stolen. Some boy who could bend metal destroyed it. The district gave your dad a new car, but they made us promise not to tell anyone what really happened.”

Damon remembered. The new car was smaller and didn’t have electric windows.

“But why does the district let kids form special clubs?”

“No one really knows,” his mother answered. She leaned closer, as if she were expecting someone to listen in. “They say kids learn to use their powers better by working together. But some people think it’s so they can see what you kids can really do.”

“But why would they want to know?”

His mother seemed uncomfortable with the question. “Honey, it’s been a long time since we moved to the district. Have you forgotten ordinary people such as your dad, me, or Eldon—”

“Ords?”

“Honey, I told you, that’s not a nice word.”

“Sorry,” he said, biting his lip.

“Anyway, ordinary people are sometimes afraid of kids with powers.”

Her explanation made Damon remember why he and his family were forced to move to the district in the first place. Just after his sixth birthday, he discovered he could create darkness just by thinking about it and exhaling. His mother told him to keep his ability a secret, but Damon couldn’t wait to share it with his friends in the neighborhood. They loved it. They would run into the black cloud and scream with delight.

Then Ryan, a snotty kid who lived up the street, joined in. He came to Damon’s tiny backyard and told Damon to create a dark-space just for him. Damon obliged. If he could impress Ryan, he thought, they could be friends. But as the darkness approached him, Ryan panicked and ran into the alley. A car screeched to a halt inches in front of him.

It was Ryan’s parents who ratted Damon out to the city council. He still recalled how he felt when his parents told him they would have to move to the district. It wasn’t far, but to Damon, it might as well have been the North Pole.

The memory stung like an open wound. “People’re afraid of me? That’s stupid.”

“It is stupid, honey,” his mother said. “But we live in a stupid world. No one knows why some kids develop powers and others don’t. Your brother, for example—”

Damon tuned her out. He was tired of his mother reminding him how Eldon demonstrated no special abilities. He hated it when she pointed out how “ordinary” his kid brother was. Damon felt he was being punished for having a power.

He waited for her to finish. “Mom, I want to join a club.”

Her eyes flashed. “There aren’t any special clubs in this neighborhood.”

“Then I’ll start one.”

“You’re too young. I think you have to be at least twelve and a half.”

Damon banged the arm of the recliner. His twelfth birthday was still four months away. “Why twelve and a half? Why not twelve?” he demanded to know.

“A lot of the district’s rules don’t make sense. Just forget about the special clubs. Now, when your dad comes home, he’s going to expect the yard to be mowed, which you should have done before you took off.”

“Okay,” Damon muttered. “After I mow the lawn, can I help Dad in the garage?”

His mother looked askance, reminding Damon of the last time he helped his father restore furniture. Bored, Damon created a dark-space just for fun. This prompted his dad to lecture him on how dangerous a drill and saw could be and to banish his firstborn son from the garage. Damon was hurt. His father worked for the district and restored furniture as a hobby. It was almost the only time Damon got to spend with him.

“I’ll talk to your father,” his mother said with a sense of relief. Damon imagined how the conversation would go: “Now, Ray, if you let Damon work with you in the garage, like a father should, he’ll forget all about these special clubs.” Ray Neumeyer would capitulate, as he always did.

But his mother was wrong. Damon would never forget about the special clubs. They could help him do something his father couldn’t: teach him how to use his power. Sooner or later, someone in his neighborhood would start a special club, and, when they did, Damon promised himself he would be the first to join.


Chapter One

Try Out

 

“ISTHATTHEBESTYOUCANDO?” shouted Veryl Evans. He raced past Damon.

“That’s not fair!” Damon shouted back. “Hold still!”

Veryl—Vee, as he preferred—ran circles around Damon, easily evading the dark-space. His voice seemed to come from everywhere. “If we were criminals, we wouldn’t hold still.”

Damon strained to make the darkness come faster, but the gentle cloud flowed slowly from every pore in his body. Why couldn’t I have a cool power, one that moves faster? By the time the darkness spread ten feet, Vee was long gone.

Damon inhaled to make the dark-space go away and glowered. Vee, nearly a year younger, was already a member of a special club. Damon, four months past his thirteenth birthday, had failed to keep his promise. He was not the first to join. But he would be the next.

He turned to face his next opponent, Danner (“Don’t call me Danny.”) Young. The fourteen-year-old showed off his power by remaining at six feet almost always, but, no matter how tall he could grow, Damon would make sure it wasn’t tall enough.

Damon closed his eyes and inhaled, envisioning a void of darkness shooting straight up. But Danner didn’t appear worried. He flexed his muscles and started to grow: ten feet...fifteen...twenty. Then the older kid’s head disappeared! Oh. He’s just grown too big for the dark-space. Damon struggled to make the void stretch, but could only watch as Danner’s torso and legs turned and strode out of the darkness.

“HEY, DAMON,” someone close to him shouted. “THIS DARKNESS IS A NEAT TRICK.”

Damon turned to face his third opponent, Kyle Powell. At fifteen, Kyle was the oldest member of the Power Club and the most powerful. Yet there he stood, deaf and blind. Feeling powerful, Damon opened a sound-space.

“Hey, Kyle, why are you just standing there looking stupid?”

If the comment irked Kyle, he didn’t show. “I don’t teleport when I can’t see where I’m going. Might merge with a tree or something.”

Perfect. If Damon could defeat Kyle, he’d be in the Power Club for sure.

“So, is this it?” Kyle said, looking around at nothing. “Can your darkness do anything else?”

It doesn’t have to. Damon carefully closed the sound-space so Kyle wouldn’t hear him. Then he ran toward Kyle. All I have to do is trip him. A feeling of immense power overcame him as approached the unsuspecting kid, then—

...fft.

Damon found himself floating. He couldn’t sense anything. He felt as if his body were liquid, being scrambled and rearranged. His head lay on his torso. Now it jutted from under his left knee. His thumb protruded from the opposite side of his hand.

Normal sensation gradually returned. Blue sky...hot summer air...birds chirping...and Damon found himself standing in midair. He dropped three feet to the ground, landed on his feet, and fell to his back. The park spun, and he felt sick.

He forced himself to sit up and saw a huge, twenty-foot, black cloud floating above where he’d been standing. It was his dark-space. Awesome!

The black cloud lingered. Then, slowly, it turned grey and vanished, leaving behind its sole occupant, Kyle Powell.

Kyle jogged over to Damon.

“I thought you said you couldn’t teleport when you can’t see where you’re going!” Damon scolded him.

“I said I don’t teleport.” A sly grin came to Kyle’s lips. “But I keep my teleporter field on, just in case.”

“But you could’ve—” Sensation returned to his legs. Damon struggled to stand and talk at the same time. “You could’ve teleported me into a tree.”

“Nah. I know Mack Park pretty well. I just needed to make sure you were a few feet off the ground.”

Vee and Danner, who shrunk back to six feet, joined them. “You musta tried to attack Kyle, didn’t ya?” Danner teased. “Don’t feel too bad. I used to do the same thing.”

“Yeah, but you tried to sneak up on me more than once,” Kyle responded. “Maybe Damon’s smart and will learn his lesson the first time.”

They bantered back and forth, but Damon felt both in and out of the group. Growing impatient, he asked, “So, what happens next?”

“Now,” Vee answered, “we vote.”

“In private,” Kyle added.

Damon took the hint and jogged several feet away toward the sandpit where a group of younger kids played on a slide. He snuck a glance back once or twice to see the three Power Club members huddling. When he glanced back a third time, Kyle was running toward him—alone.

Damon steeled himself.

“Your power’s okay,” Kyle began, “but it’s not strong enough for the Power Club. You need more practice.”


Chapter Two

Practice Makes...?

 

“Don’t run until I tell you,” Damon directed his brother.

Eldon nodded and watched Damon from the family room. He stood close to the couch to give himself more running room. Eldon was no Vee, but he would have to do.

Damon exhaled sharply to make the dark-space come faster and let out a “Hulp!” Eldon took off running.

“No, wait—!” Damon shouted, but it was too late. Eldon reached the living room before the ebony cloud spread to half of the family room. Damon inhaled, making the dark-space vanish. “I said, don’t run until I tell you to.”

“I thought you said, ‘Go!’” Eldon protested and bounded back into the family room.

“There’s a difference between ‘hulp!’ and ‘Go!’” Damon argued, but this was getting him nowhere. If he couldn’t make his power come fast enough for an ordinary eleven-year-old, he would never be able to compete with the Power Club.

“What are you boys doing?” their mom asked. She carried a basket of laundry through the living room.

“Nothing,” they answered in stereo.

“Damon,” she said, looking down at him, “you should know better than to teach Eldon to lie.”

Damon lowered his eyes. “Eldon’s helping me practice so I can make my dark-space come faster.”

“Why do you want it to come faster?”

“Kyle, Danner, and Vee formed a special club. I tried to join, but they said my power’s not strong enough.”

His mom sat her laundry basket by the steps leading upstairs. “Damon, I don’t want you hanging out with those boys.”

He felt his dreams evaporate. “Why not?”

“What if someone gets hurt? Remember your last run-in with a special club?”

“How can I forget? They stole my bike.”

“You’re lucky you weren’t seriously hurt,” his mom went on. “With your dad away on a trip, I can’t keep my eye on you all the time.”

“Mom,” he groaned. “I’m thirteen. I don’t need you and Dad watching out for me.”

In truth, Damon wished his dad were around to weigh in on the subject. But Ray Neumeyer’s job often required him to travel abroad, studying how other countries handled people with powers. But if his dad were here, he wouldn’t have any problem with Damon joining a special club.

“You’re lucky a guardian angel watched out for you last time,” his mother replied.

Damon turned around so she wouldn’t see him rolling his eyes. When his mother started talking about guardian angels, he knew she wouldn’t budge. He jogged back into the family room to get away from the words he knew would be coming next, but Mom only said, “No more practicing on your brother.”

“Okay,” he said, trying to sound dejected. Whether she knew it or not, his mom had created a loophole. She didn’t tell him he couldn’t join the Power Club. She said she didn’t want him hanging out with them. But if I join, I won’t technically be hanging out. I’ll be one of them. Such logic would hold up in a court of law, even if it didn’t hold up in the Court of Mom. In any case, he knew he’d find better volunteers once school started.

 

~ * ~

 

On the first day of school, Damon told his pals, Andy and Arick, to meet him for recess by the basketball poles on the upper level of the playground.

Andy went first. He stood facing a basketball pole and took a deep breath. He held it for several seconds and blew. An explosive frost covered the pole in seconds.

Damon went next. He created a dark-space around another pole.

Arick timed them both, studying a stopwatch through his thick glasses. “Andy’s got you beat by four seconds.”

Damon and Andy turned to face two different poles —

“Hey, stupids!  Don’t freeze the poles.”

Four boys ran toward them. Eighth graders.

“Basketball poles are for basketball, dummies,” a boy with shaggy blond-haired taunted them. “You’re going to ruin them.”

Damon knew Andy’s frost breath would wear off in a few seconds and there were never any lasting effects from his darkness. “No, we’re not.”

“Get lost!” the blonde boy shouted. He stood in front of the frozen pole and looked up at the sky. His body began to glow and the air turned hot. Ice melted off the basketball poles in huge drops
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