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Chapter One

John Chambers tugged at the collar of the costume—the uniform, he reminded himself—as he waited behind the curtain. John was young, having only recently turned eighteen years old, and he had already been thrust into a position of authority that he wasn't sure that he was ready for.

John had super powers. Until now, that had meant that he would more than likely be drafted into the military. He could have gotten a deferment on that, as he had already been accepted to the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, but four years of mandatory military service was all but inevitable for anyone with a tactically valuable super power, and combat seemed extremely likely if he was drafted.

Superhumans had been around since the 1950s, when Nucleus and Strongman first came out as superheroes. It took time, but the world adjusted. For about a decade, it started to look like superheroes would become the new normal, at least in the United States, but that all changed in 1962, after the Cuban Missile Crisis.

Congress passed the Superhuman Induction Act after that, drafting everyone with super powers. It was—and remained—a highly contested piece of legislation. It briefly went away during the Carter Administration, but the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1980 led Congress to bring it back again after only three years. The SIA remained largely unchanged until 1993, when President Clinton pushed legislation to amend the law so that superhumans only had to register, as with the Selective Service Act, and exceptions were added for anyone pursuing a career in public service, such as police or emergency services, or a civilian position with federal, state, or local government.

The SIA's draft provisions came back in full force again after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. Within a week, President Bush signed legislation that reinstated the superhuman draft, and fifteen years later, it was still the law. President Obama had vowed to repeal it during his re-election campaign in 2012, but a Republican majority in Congress had blocked him from fulfilling that campaign promise. Now it was 2016, Obama was in his final year as president, and nothing had changed. Hillary Clinton was running for the presidency, and had made a similar promise, but few believed it would actually come to pass.

But loopholes existed, thanks to a patchwork of amendments to the SIA over the decades. Exceptions were allowed. A few states had followed New York's lead, allowing teams of superhumans to be licensed as private security, deputized police, or even as state militia forces. Slowly, superheroes were returning, after a fashion. John's father ran an incredibly successful corporation, and his legal team had found the opportunity to create such a team around John, which would shield him and the other team members from the SIA's military draft.

And that's how John found himself as the leader of a team of superheroes at eighteen years old. He didn't want to be drafted, and his father made it happen. He didn't know how to feel about that.

As part of his new role, John had been tapped to conduct the interviews for potential members of the team. The process had been, largely, boring and repetitive, with only a few individuals he'd met with who stood out. Most of the applicants had been rejected fairly quickly; their powers were often useless for a team focused on superhuman emergency response. Some didn't even have the powers they'd claimed, and had only come seeking attention. Most of those had, at least, been weeded out in the selection process before they got to him.

Of those that didn't make the team but were nevertheless memorable, the top of the list had to be the one who called himself Leafmaster. He was a few years older than John; his application said that he was a student at UCLA. He showed up wearing a homemade costume: a light green spandex outfit with a dark green cape, boots, and trunks, and an enormous dark green leaf on his chest. The costume did him no favors, both physically and in terms of the initial impression it left John with. He remembered the incident vividly.


— § —



"Call me Leafmaster!" the young man exclaimed eagerly as he stood opposite the desk where John, in jeans and a cream-colored dress shirt, sat, slack-jawed. Putting his fists on his hips, Leafmaster stood in an overly-dramatic pose.

"Uh," John began uncertainly, the weirdness of the encounter throwing him off-balance, "okay, mister…" John trailed off, trying to retain his composure. He tried again, "Mr. Leafmaster. What—"

"What can I do?" the dark-skinned man asked, finishing John's question. He grinned, pushing his glasses up on his nose before reaching into a bag by his feet. He pulled out a potted plant, and set it on the table in front of John. "I make plants grow!" he exclaimed in excitement. "Any plant!"

Indeed, the plant in question, a small, white flower, began to grow vines. They spread out from the flower pot at an impressive rate, covering the table in moments, the vines undulating like tentacles.

"That's," John began, trying to choose his words diplomatically, before deciding on, "different."

Leafmaster seemed oblivious to John's hesitation. "Imagine!" he continued in his excitement, spreading his hands as though giving a presentation for his college professors. "Giant venus flytraps to capture—"

"Yeah," John interrupted. He'd seen enough. Making plants grow? There was no way that could be tactically viable. "That would be great, if we were in Wisconsin." Even in the moment, John wondered why he'd picked that particular state as an example. It was a more temperate climate, and he had family there on his mom's side, so that was probably the reason why. "But this is Vegas. A desert." Leafmaster looked crestfallen. John sympathized, but he wasn't what the team needed. "Sorry," John added, hoping to soften the blow. Leafmaster stood there, blinking in disbelief. John waited for several seconds, his patience drawing thin, before finally calling, "Next!"

Leafmaster finally grabbed his bag, then left the room. As he left, the vines on the table, having now wrapped completely around the middle, flexed… and the table snapped in half. Was that just from the weight of the plant, John wondered, or did Leafmaster do that? He sighed. His decision had been made, and the would-be superhero was already gone.

John held his head in his hands, his elbows resting on his knees, as the next candidate entered the room. Looking up, he saw a tall, thin young man with light skin and dark brown hair standing before him on the other side of the broken table, wearing jeans and a green t-shirt.


— § —



Returning from his reverie, John looked at the people around him. That man in the green shirt was now standing behind John. There were six of them in all, wearing nearly-identical uniforms. The uniforms were made from a lightweight, bulletproof fabric first developed decades earlier by a superhero known as the Wizard. Sales of the material to other superheroes and to the government had made him a fortune. The uniforms were reminiscent of biker leathers in their design, if not their material, with a black jacket and pants that tucked into padded, combat-style boots. The arms and shoulders, and the sides of the pants legs and the boots' padding all featured brightly-colored fabrics, which were unique to each of the wearers.

John's uniform featured bright red fabric and yellow piping, reflecting his powers: John had the ability to generate and control fire, known as pyrokinesis, as well as the ability to fly, which had earned him the superhero name Pyre.

To his right was Danielle Thompson, a friend of John's—Pyre's—from school. She had been dubbed Psyche, due to her telepathic and telekinetic abilities, and her uniform featured green fabric with yellow piping. She was a petite young woman, with brown hair that she kept in a shoulder-length bob.

To Pyre's left was another friend of his from school, Kevin Burke. Kevin had the ability to create forcefields in geometric shapes, earning him the name Sphere. His uniform complemented his bright red hair with orange fabric and yellow piping.

Behind Danielle—Psyche when in costume, Pyre reminded himself—was Jim Williamson. He had olive skin, which he had inherited from his mother, and his hair was a shade of brown slightly darker than his skin, a trait which had come from his father's side. His shapeshifting powers, virtually unheard of in the superhuman community, were formidable, and had earned for him the name Versipellis, taken from a Latin word that meant "changing skins." His powers meant that, rather than wearing a uniform like the others, he became the uniform, shifting part of his body to resemble whatever clothing he wished. He had chosen purple fabric with orange piping for his colors.

Behind Sphere stood the only other female member of the team, a dark-haired Latina named Nicole Harris. She wore red fabric like Pyre, but with light blue piping instead. She had the ability to generate electricity, almost like an electric eel, but at far stronger levels, and she had been dubbed Singe.

Rounding out the team, David Brown stood behind Pyre. During his interview, Pyre discovered that David was the grandson of the first superhero, Nucleus, and had inherited his ability to generate plasma, which could be used both as a weapon as well as to fly. Taking his grandfather's heroic identity as his own, the new Nucleus' uniform had yellow fabric with blue piping, echoing the colors of the first Nucleus' own costume.

The curtain parted as a voice called out from the other side off the stage, "Ladies and gentlemen, without further ado, I give you Las Vegas' first superhero team: the Protectorate!" Lights blazed onto the stage, making it difficult to see the crowd beyond, but Pyre knew that dozens, if not hundreds, of people were seated in the audience for the team's debut and press conference. A roar of applause greeted them, and the camera flashes broke through from beyond the glare.

Pyre and the rest of his team stepped forward, spreading out to line up together on stage for the photographers. He looked to the podium as the speaker continued to introduce them.

The speaker was Pyre's father, Max Chambers, the founder and CEO of Chambers International, and corporate backer of the Protectorate. Pyre looked very much like a younger, more athletic version of his father, albeit with blond hair and no need for eyeglasses. Max Chambers had started his company here in his hometown of Las Vegas, and its meteoric rise to become an international conglomerate was all but unprecedented, save for the likes of contemporaries like Amazon and Google. Max had an uncanny ability to pick winning moves, so even when markets dropped, Max still managed to stay ahead.

Some speculated that Max must have some form of precognition or clairvoyance, based on his incredible business acumen, but he denied having abilities of any kind. The rumors persisted, of course, but Pyre doubted his father had anything more than a keen business sense. If he truly had been clairvoyant, Pyre reasoned, then surely he would have been able to foresee and prevent his divorce from Pyre's mother… wouldn't he?

And if he had been clairvoyant, he also would have foreseen the man in the olive drab t-shirt and jeans storm into the auditorium at the Chambers Casino and Resort. The man with dark, mocha-colored skin and shaved, dark brown hair. The man with an infuriated scowl and glowing fists. He shoved past the security guards, knocking them over easily as he stormed into the room. He rose his right arm, pointing toward the stage. Aiming.

They weren't ready for this. They had barely begun to get to know one another, let alone train together to fight against bad guys. Trained or not, the moment was here.

"Sphere, shield!" Pyre yelled as the blast of plasma ripped from the man's fist toward the stage. It impacted harmlessly against the hastily-erected forcefield, protecting Pyre's…

Wait, Pyre thought. My dad wasn't the target.

The plasma had hit just to Pyre's left, while his father was on the end of the stage to his right. He looked to his left, and saw Nucleus. The young legacy hero didn't look surprised, or angry, or even scared. If anything, he looked disappointed.

"Jesus Christ," he muttered. "Really?"

Pyre, Versipellis, and Singe leaped off the stage and rushed the man, who fired another blast of plasma the moment he realized that Sphere's forcefield had dropped. It struck Nucleus in the chest, sending him flying backward, and Sphere moved to help his teammate while Psyche escorted Max off the stage and to safety. The crowd fled the room, rushing the exits, but a handful of fearless photographers and reporters were holding back, trying to get the story that was unfolding before them.

Psyche returned to the stage as Nucleus sat up, and she and Sphere helped him to his feet. Looking out toward the overturned tables and chairs in front of the stage, they could see Pyre, Versipellis, and Singe attempting to subdue their intruder.

Versipellis was shifting his upper body into his preferred combat form: a chitinous red, segmented body armor not dissimilar from an insect's exoskeleton, with his fingers becoming sharp talons. His lower body liquefied and stretched, and he began to wrap himself around the intruder.

Singe ran up in front of the man, electricity crackling from her fists much like the plasma that roiled around his so intently that the bones in his hands were visible through his skin. Pyre hovered in midair behind the man, flames engulfing his hands.

"Give it up, buddy," Pyre said. "Whatever your problem is, this isn't the way."

The intruder unleashed a wave of plasma that pushed Pyre, Versipellis, and Singe back, knocking them all over. He assumed a crouched fighting stance, his right fist clenched and held near his chest, his left held ready to strike from behind his back.

"'Buddy?'" he repeated angrily. "My name's not 'buddy!' It's Plasmid! My goddamn name is Plasmid!"

"Geez, Nucleus," Sphere said, standing at the edge of the stage with his teammate. "Dude's got the same powers as you!"

"Not surprising, really," Nucleus said, rubbing the back of his head, which he'd hit on the stage floor when Plasmid's second attack sent him flying. "He is my brother, after all."





Chapter Two

Half-brother!" Plasmid shouted almost immediately. "Half-brother, you son of a—"

"Don," Nucleus interrupted forcefully, pointing a finger at his sibling, "have some respect for mom."

"Go to hell!" Plasmid retorted angrily, the plasma around his fists surging brighter. He glared at Nucleus and yelled, "You don't know what it's like to suffer! You don't know pain! None of you do!" Singe and Versipellis both recoiled at Plasmid's words. For them, at least, they couldn't have been further from the truth.

Singe—Nicole Harris—grew up suffering at the hands of an abusive stepfather. Her mother and he were both abusive, particularly when they were drunk, but he was the worst of the two. She was twelve years old when her stepfather began abusing her with more than his fists.

She became increasingly uncomfortable and scared with the way that he had begun touching and holding her, and when she finally gathered the courage to say so, he exploded with rage.

Spewing obscenities, he threw her to the floor. Nicole cowered as he told her that her mother wasn't home, and that she was going to be at work all night.

He stalked toward her, his white tank top stained with cheap beer. His fists were clenched, ready to "teach her a lesson." He grabbed her by one of the pigtails that she liked to wear her hair in. His breath reeked of cheap alcohol, and Nicole turned her head away as he tried to kiss her mouth. He slapped her, hard, across her face.

Tears streaming down her cheeks, Nicole tried to move away from him again, and found herself literally backed into a corner. The lime green wallpaper was peeling, revealing layers of older wall coverings beneath. He grabbed at her shirt, trying to lift it and remove it. She put her hands up, trying to push him away, but he was too big, too strong. She wanted him off of her, but he wouldn't stop. She closed her eyes, turning her head again as he clumsily tried to kiss her once more. She pushed as hard as she could.

And suddenly, he wasn't on top of her anymore. After a moment, Nicole dared to open her eyes again. Sparks crackled between her fingers, her arms still held straight out in front of her. A few feet away, her stepfather lay on his back, his eyes wide and not blinking, his mouth slightly open as though surprised. Thin wisps of smoke rose from small, blackened handprints left on his shirt, on each side of his chest. Nicole sat up, wrapping her arms around her legs. She buried her face in her knees and began to cry.

Versipellis—Jim Williamson—also had endured his own pain as a child, though of a different sort than Singe. When he was eight years old, he lived with his mother and father in Los Angeles. His parents were devoted, caring, people who worked hard to provide for their son.

Jim was walking outside with his father after school. He'd done well on a test and his dad had promised to take him out for ice cream. They were making their way to the parking lot near their apartment complex, and were walking on the sidewalk near a relatively busy street while Jim was telling his dad all about what he'd learned in school that day. He was in the middle of recounting a story he'd heard in class about the Native American tribes that had lived in the area before the Spanish settled and began to build their missions when tires screeched and a car's engine roared behind them.

Jim started to turn around to see what the commotion was about when his dad grabbed him by the shoulders. His dad pulled him hard, spinning around with his back to the street as gunfire roared through the neighborhood. As the car drove past, Jim saw several people with guns hanging out of the windows, firing wildly and yelling incoherently. Seconds later, the car sped away.

Jim's father fell over on top of him, then onto the sidewalk. Jim knelt down next to him, and he could hear that his father was having trouble breathing. His white shirt was turning red as blood pooled on the ground underneath him and seeped out of a large hole near his shoulder. His father groaned through clenched teeth and his face contorted in pain.

"Are you all right?" he managed to gasp out. "Please be okay."

"I'm okay," Jim said, trying to hold back tears. He was scared. His dad had always been so big and strong, and now he was hurt and bleeding. His father reached up and put a hand on his cheek, wiping away tears. Then his hand fell, limply, back down to the ground.

Jim saw that his father's eyes were closed. He looked like he was sleeping, but not. He tried to wake his father, but he didn't respond. He shook his shoulders, but he wouldn't wake up. Jim started to cry uncontrollably. As he cried, his hands began to change. They became a hard, red, chitinous shell with razor-like fingers.

Singe surged toward Plasmid, whose attention was now focused on Nucleus. Electricity crackled madly around her fists, and Versipellis quickly wrapped himself around her, restraining her.

"You don't know what the hell you're talking about!" Singe spat at Plasmid.

"Easy, Nicole!" Versipellis said, having wrapped himself around her waist and arms. "He's not worth it!"

Pyre stepped toward Plasmid, more calmly now that the situation was less volatile than it had been just a couple of minutes earlier. Plasmid still had a roiling cloud of plasma surrounding his energized fists, and Pyre kept his right hand aflame as he pointed with his now-extinguished left hand at Plasmid.

"Why are you attacking us?" Pyre demanded.

"I don't give a damn about you," Plasmid retorted. "I'm after David!"

Nucleus hopped down from the stage to speak to his enraged sibling. "But… why?" he asked, confused.

"Why?" Plasmid repeated angrily. "Why?" He pointed an accusing finger at Nucleus, but had finally dissipated the plasma surrounding his fists. "Your dad gave you everything! You went to college! I couldn't afford tuition and got drafted 'cause I'm a freak!" Plasmid's anger was renewed at the memories, and his hands remained balled up into fists.

Their mother had divorced Nucleus' father and, less than a year later, was remarried to Plasmid's father. The divorce had been contentious, and Nucleus—David—had stayed with his father in the end. Six months after she had remarried, Plasmid—Don—was born. The two boys had little contact with one another as they grew up. David and his father remained in Las Vegas, while Don grew up in Southern California. Don grew up acutely aware that his older half-brother always lived better than he did: better clothes, better school, and better opportunities all around, and his bitterness only grew as he got older.

David was just over two years older than Don, and had spent those last two years as a student at UNLV. His status as a college student had exempted him from being drafted, another circumstance unavailable to Don. Less than a year ago, after turning eighteen, he had been drafted into the Marine Corps. Despite his abilities, which Don was certain should have earned him an immediate posting to Team Liberty, the military's elite joint-service team of superhuman soldiers, he was instead shuffled to what he felt was a dead-end posting at Camp Pendleton, less than two hours' drive from where he had grown up.

The final straw was when he had learned that David was going to become a superhero like their grandfather, and that he would be permanently exempted from the draft as a result. Something inside of him had snapped, and Don—now going by the code name Plasmid, which he'd been given while in the military—came to Las Vegas to confront his sibling.

Nucleus was dumbstruck for a moment, but found his words again after a moment. "You think," he began incredulously, "my dad paid for my education? Hell, no! I did!" He pointed to himself with his thumb for emphasis.

"But I," Plasmid began, his confusion clearly evident. "I mean you—" He stopped again. "How did you—"

Nucleus slapped his forehead with the gloved palm of his hand. He rolled his head back, a pained expression on his face. "Scholarships, genius," he finally said after a moment. "Grants. Loans. Part-time jobs. Whatever it took!"

Before the conversation could continue any further, a trio of armed men in camouflage uniforms burst through the doors. They wore black berets with a black armband attached to the right shoulder of their uniform; on the arband, in large white letters, it read "SP," and the left pocket of their uniform bore an embroidered patch in the shape of a police badge below the "U.S. Air Force" patch. The man in the middle of the trio of military policemen was a large Black man with "Hare" embroidered on the nametape above his uniform shirt's right pocket, and the four stripes of a staff sergeant on his sleeves. The two others standing immediately behind and to either side of Sergeant Hare, a thin white man with sandy hair and an Asian man, both with the three stripes denoting the rank of Senior Airman, had their sidearms drawn and held in a ready position.

Pointing his 9mm Beretta semiautomatic pistol directly toward Plasmid, Sergeant Hare called out, "Nobody move!" He steadied his aim, then continued, "Private First Class Donald Bryton, you are under arrest!"

Nucleus glanced at Plasmid and said, "You went AWOL, didn't you?" He sighed, briefly closing his eyes and shaking his head, then muttered, "Jesus, Don."

Sergeant Hare cautiously advanced toward Plasmid, who had his hands held up in a universal gesture of surrender. As he approached, he continued speaking, never lowering his aim with his firearm. "You are charged with dereliction of duty," Sergeant Hare said, "striking a superior officer, assault with a deadly weapon, and absence from your place of duty without authorization."

As the other two Security Forces airmen took their positions in support of Sergeant Hare, aiming their pistols at Plasmid as well, Hare returned his pistol to its holster at his waist, then retrieved a pair of handcuffs. Never taking his gaze from Plasmid's eyes until he stepped behind the young superhuman, he grabbed Plasmid's left arm by the wrist and yanked it downward. He snapped one end of his handcuffs around Plasmid's wrist, and asked, "Do you understand these charges, Marine?" He grabbed Plasmid's other wrist, then secured it with the handcuffs behind Plasmid's back as well.

As Sergeant Hare reached into a pouch on his belt to retrieve something, Plasmid replied, "Yes, Staff Sergeant." Hare lifted a small item, which he held between his thumb and two fingers, to Plasmid's face, just under his nose, and squeezed. There was a slight snapping sound as glass broke within the cloth container, and Hare held the item in place under Plasmid's nose for a few seconds.

Sphere recoiled, taking a step backward from where he still stood at the edge of the stage. "Jesus Christ!" he exclaimed, holding his hands up defensively in front of himself, his eyes wide in horror.

"Is that what I think that is?" Versipellis asked, a worried look on his face as well.

Sergeant Hare held the small piece of cloth up, where the others could see it more easily. It was bent in the middle, where a glass ampule within had been broken, and the cloth was now damp. "Dampening gas," Hare confirmed, "yes."

Nucleus took a step back as well, and ignited a cloud of plasma around his own fist. "It's nerve gas!" he exclaimed.

"Non-lethal," Sergeant Hare explained, stowing the used ampule in a pouch on his belt, "and the effects are temporary. Especially at such a low dose."

"That's not the point," Pyre said, pointing a finger at Sergeant Hare.

"What do you care?" Hare asked, incredulously. "He attacked you!"

"He's my brother!" Nucleus replied, pointing at Plasmid. Instantly, Hare better understood the situation.

"Look," he said, holding up a hand in hopes of calming the young heroes' nerves and reassuring them, "dampening gas is standard procedure, for our safety as much as his. It temporarily paralyzes the part of the brain that controls his powers. It'll wear off in a few hours, and the worst he'll get is a headache and a runny nose."

The Security Forces airmen escorted the handcuffed and temporarily de-powered Plasmid out of the room, where their police cars presumably waited outside. Sergeant Hare followed, then stopped as he reached the exit. Holding the door as he stood at the exit, he turned and looked back toward Nucleus. "Have a good day, sir," he said, then exited as well.

Nucleus fumed in frustration and anger. "Damn it," he muttered as he noticed that the reporters and photographers were still there, recording the entire sordid encounter for posterity.





Chapter Three

Several days passed without any further incidents, following the brief but memorable press conference. In the hallways of Arbol Verde High School, on the western edge of Las Vegas, John Chambers leaned against the row of lockers as his friend, Kevin Burke, rummaged through his open locker. Kevin scowled as he grabbed one of the textbooks he had stacked within, then shoved it angrily into his backpack.

Students packed the hallway as they made their way from one class to another. They jostled one another, a mass of young humanity scurrying from one location to the next, books in hand, bags slung across their backs. Some laughed with their friends, some silently tried to keep to themselves as much as they could in a crowded hallway.

Kevin slammed another book into his backpack, and John looked at his friend with concern. "Everything all right?" John asked, stepping away from the lockers that he'd been leaning against to face his friend more directly.

"Oh, just peachy," Kevin replied, his tone thick with sarcasm. "Why would you think otherwise?"

"Well," John said, "you seem pissed off. Anything I can do to help?"

Kevin laughed bitterly, pausing from his task momentarily. He turned his head to look at John. "Not unless you can get me back on the football team," he said. "You know how this school is about sports."

As Kevin reached inside of his locker for another textbook, John adjusted his backpack and tried to cheer his friend up. "C'mon, Kevin," he chided lightly, putting his best smile on for his friend, "admit it: being a super hero is cooler than being on the football team."

"Is it, John?" Kevin asked, zipping up his bag. He slung the bag over his shoulders and shut his locker before continuing, "I got retroactively kicked off the team because of my powers. I never cheated, but some people won't believe that."

The full truth was, of course, somewhat more complicated than that. Superhumans were barred from competing in organized sports, as parents' groups had pushed for decades earlier, because of the perceived unfair advantage that one team could have over another, should players use super powers that their competitors did not possess. Super speed, telekinesis, super strength, teleportation… all of these could be misused by a student athlete, intentionally or otherwise. To keep the playing field even, rules had been created that, at least at the high school and collegiate levels, kept superhuman students from competing in organized sports. Thus far, no one had managed to successfully challenge those rules.

John and Kevin started walking away from the locker. They were so intent on their conversation, they didn't realize the crowd had begun to thin considerably around them. "Who cares?" John asked. "I believe you. All of your friends believe you, and we're here for you!"

"John," Kevin said, his voice mixed with anger, frustration, and sadness as he stopped and turned to face his friend, "we had to forfeit every game I played in! We were undefeated!" He shook his head, trying to will away the frustration, and lowered his voice nearly to a whisper. "Everyone hates me now."

"Not everyone," a voice said from behind them in the all-but-empty hallway. They turned and saw Danielle Thompson, now becoming more publicly known as Psyche, standing in the hallway, her backpack by her side in her left hand. She stepped between John and Kevin, looking at Kevin as she continued, "Yes, people are angry, but not at you." She paused a moment, then clarified, "Not most of them."

"And who'd know better than a telepath, right?" Kevin asked, adjusting the straps on his backpack.

"Damn straight," Danielle replied. She threw her arms over the shoulders of her friends. "C'mon," she said, "let's get moving. I don't want to have to make everyone think we're on time for English again!"


— § —



Later that evening, Jim Williamson and Nicole Harris stood side-by-side at an arcade game cabinet at a video game arcade located just off the Las Vegas Strip. The place was enormous, and held hundreds of arcade cabinets; some were classic arcade games dating back decades, while some were newer. Hundreds of people—mostly teenagers and young adults, but also a few older adults looking to relive part of their childhoods with the classic arcade experience—milled about the large, multi-level arcade facility. Music, game sounds, and a cacophony of voices filled the air around them.

Jim and Nicole deftly moved the joysticks and rapidly smashed the buttons on the machine. On the screen, animated figures leaped, punched, kicked, and blocked one another, the image of a devastated city street in the background. The sounds of video game fighters grunting, punching, kicking, and yelling accompanied their movements, and was underscored by a pulsing beat of techno music. The health bar at the top corner of the screen next to Nicole's fighter continued to dwindle, and she bit her lip in concentration. Something caught her attention out of the corner of her eye, just below the screen: something had moved and it didn't look right.

"Hey!" Nicole said indignantly, yet playfully. "No fair! Lose the extra digits, Jim!"

Caught, Jim pulled the extra fingers that he'd grown on his right hand back into his hand. Grinning despite everything, he kept playing the game without comment. Restricted to a normal number of fingers, his character's attacks and special moves came less frequently, and Nicole began to return the damage inflicted upon her character onto Jim's. The game lasted several more minutes, but the final blow ultimately came, and Nicole's character stood victorious, one foot mounted atop the fallen body of Jim's character. The animated fighter raised her fists in the air in triumph, and let loose a victory cry. Nicole turned her head to look at Jim, and playfully stuck out her tongue.

"Let's get some dinner," Jim suggested. The two had met just a few weeks earlier, when they came together for the first team
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