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  Noel

  
  




Noel White stared at a single door lit by a solitary, flickering light.

He had parked a few rows back, purposely positioning his sedan in the shadows before turning his headlights off. Over the past fifteen minutes he had watched the people stream inside, bundled up in ski parkas and knit caps. The last had paused, glancing back over the parking lot, the light above the doorway reflecting off the seamless mirrored mask that covered their face.

Noel had felt his breath catch. Had they been looking at him? But no, a second later, they turned around and walked inside.

He swallowed, glancing at the bubble mailer on the passenger seat, knowing damn well what it contained.

Bzzzzt.

His phone, resting on the dashboard, vibrated, causing him to jump. He scowled at his reaction and reached for it. A text message appeared on its screen.

Coming inside?

He frowned. It wasn’t the first text he had received from that number. If he were to pull up the Messages app, he would see a long string of them, going back weeks, if not months. But despite his unease, he never deleted them. A tiny voice in the back of his mind always whispered, “What if he’s right?”

That voice seemed a lot louder behind the warehouse. Only this time, it said, “Why don’t you go in?”

Noel reached for the bubble mailer and slipped the contents into his hand. It was a mask, identical to the ones worn by every person he had seen walk through that back door. He slid it on and glanced up to the mirror above, reflective surface meeting reflective surface. 

The mask wholly disguised his face, and Noel was glad of it. Physically, he had changed a lot over the past year or so. He had continued the training begun as a drone, and while he would never be a big guy, he was no longer skin and bones. His curly hair was cut close to his skull, giving him an older appearance. He wasn’t the innocent kid who had wandered into Calypso’s clutches.

Or was he?

Why don’t you go in?

Noel opened the car door and stepped outside. The half-frozen snow crunched beneath his feet, his warm breath gathering behind his mask. He walked up to the warehouse, finding the door unlocked as expected. Only when he stepped inside the mask fogged up, obscuring his vision. Noel swore, then reached up and tore it off.

“Yeah, they do that,” a strange robotic voice said.

Noel jumped in surprise and spun around to see a man sitting on a metal folding chair, a colorful puzzle game lighting up the phone in his bare hands. Noel blinked. Aside from the voice changer, nothing about him set him apart. His hair was brown. He was of average height and dressed appropriately for January.

As the cool air hit his face, Noel remembered that one of the last texts he had received had contained strict instructions about keeping his mask on.

“Sorry.” His gaze dropped.

“Don’t worry about it.” The doorman waved him off. “Do I look like the type of person to turn you in? Your secret is safe with me.”

“Uh, good.” He glanced down the long hallway in front of him. “Do you know where I’m supposed to…”

“Go? Head to the stairwell on your left, then down to the basement level. You won’t be able to miss it. Trust me.”

“Sure. Ah…thanks.” He turned toward the hallway and took his first step.

“Wait a second.”

Noel froze at the doorman’s voice, the voice changer making the otherwise polite request sound like a command. He turned around to see him tapping the side of his face. Noel blinked, immediately understanding his meaning.

“Oh yeah,” he said, slipping his mask back on.

“What can I say.” The doorman spread out his hands. “Gotta be careful. Not everyone is as trustworthy as I am.”

Noel nodded and turned back to the stairwell, suddenly eager to get going. He made it down to the basement in no time, opening the door to find another long hallway in front of him. But just like the doorman had said, it wasn’t difficult to figure out where he was supposed to go. He could hear voices coming from behind a large set of double doors at the end of the hallway.

Stuffing his hands in his pockets, Noel made his way forward. He got to the doors only to have one swing open in front of him, forcing him to skitter to a stop.

“Whoa, sorry, man!”

Noel blinked. There had been something about that voice that had seemed familiar.

Not that he had much time to think about that. He was too distracted by the sight in front of him. There had to be close to a hundred people here. Some chatted with each other excitedly, while more solitary folks chose to linger around the edges.

The room itself didn’t come with any frills. It was big enough for the crowd to fit comfortably. At the front was a stage with a single microphone, reminding Noel of his high school assembly hall. A handful of figures huddled to one side of the stage.

Chatter sprung up around him as he passed. While their masks made it tricky to make out things like age and race, everyone seemed excited.

“Oh yeah, I started getting them at least six weeks back. And I kind of always thought that they were crazy, but there was something about them that made sense to me.”

“It was four months for me. I deleted the first couple. Can you blame me? I get scammers contacting me every damn day. Don’t even really read them. But the first time I did…”

“Do you think he’ll be here today?”

The voices faded away as Noel continued to make his way forward until he was directly in front of the stage.

A microphone screeched, grabbing everyone’s attention. Atop the stage, a woman stepped forward. She had long blond hair, that streamed out from behind her mirrored mask like a lion’s mane.

“Thank you, everyone,” she said. “This is a better turnout than we could have ever hoped for.”

“Did you send the texts?” 

Noel turned to his left to see the speaker standing not ten feet away from him, a heavyset man who waved his phone over his head.

“No,” the woman replied. “But like you, I’ve been receiving them for quite a while. I didn’t trust them at first. Hell, I can’t bear to look at my phone most days between scams and people harassing me over my loans. But the more I read them, the more I realized something important. That this person, this Warp, was onto something. It was like someone was finally brave enough to speak aloud the thoughts I always had niggling in the back of my mind.”

“Not quite aloud,” a new voice spoke up, this one using a voice changer.

The doorman stepped on stage. He approached the blond woman and patted her on the shoulder. Noel blinked. Unlike before, he was wearing dark red gloves.

“Thanks for warming them up,” he said.

“Are you him?” the man from before called out. “Are you Warp?”

“In the flesh.” The doorman took a bow. “Hope I don’t disappoint.”

“How did you get our numbers?” a woman behind Noel said.

“The same way anyone does. It’s easier than you’d think. But as you might expect, you weren’t contacted at random. I chose you because you are special. Unlike most, none of you standing here are blind to the realities of the world.” He shook his head. “In fact, some of you have been seeing clearly for a long time.”

Warp looked down into the crowd and, it seemed like, straight at Noel. He felt his breath catch in his throat. It was impossible to tell where exactly Warp was looking. But there was something about how his head was tilted and his choice of words…

“The masks,” a third man, this one with a deeper, more sonorous voice, spoke out. “You told us we had to wear them if we wanted to come today. Why?”

“To protect your identity, of course.” Warp walked across the stage. “You’re all here because you know the game has changed, but that doesn’t mean you’re up for playing. Coming here tonight doesn’t commit you to anything beyond fifteen minutes of your time. And at the end of it, if you want to step out, just let my associate over there know, and she’ll take you off the list. Until then. let’s start with a display, shall we?”

At that, the door at the back of the stage burst open, revealing a middle-aged man in a suit, dragged forward by two large, masked individuals. The man, whose hands appeared to be secured behind his back, fell to the ground. Noel heard multiple gasps ring out from the crowd. Maybe one had even come from him.

“What the hell is going on here?” the heavyset man from before said.

Others began to join him.

“An honorable reaction, I’m sure.” Warp raised his voice. “No one wants to see someone else in pain. But would you feel differently if I told you this man had powers?”

At those words, the outrage began to die down. Noel wondered if they also had Warp’s previous texts running through their minds. Texts that, under cover of night, in his empty apartment, seemed almost logical.

They didn’t even do anything to deserve those powers, you know. They were just born with them.

And there are more Actuals every day. Even Bailey City had a Calypso. 

How the hell are regular people supposed to compete with that?

“Well then,” Warp said to the now near-silent room. “How nice for you to join us, Mr. Callahan. Why don’t my associates help you up?”

A tall man stepped forward and grabbed Callahan by the shoulder. He let out a small cry as he was hurled to his feet.

“Much better,” Warp said.

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” the handcuffed man said. “Do I look like someone with powers? You’re the ones wearing disguises!” 

“True.” Warp turned to the crowd. “Mr. Callahan’s denials may seem authentic, but keep in mind he was raised by people who value secrecy above all else.”

The person next to Noel shifted uncomfortably, clearly impacted by Callahan’s words despite Warp’s protest. And he wasn’t the only one. This Callahan didn’t look like Hikari or Faultline in their costumes, or even how Calypso had looked. He was just your average, middle-aged white guy in need of a shave.

In fact, he almost reminded Noel of his father.

“Anyway,” Warp said. “Let’s speed things up.”

With that, the blond woman pulled out a gun from the small of her back and pointed it directly at Callahan’s forehead.

Noel saw it happen a split second before the gun blast went off. The way the man’s hands, still pinned behind his back, suddenly expanded, breaking the restraints. They grew until they were larger than baseball mitts—hell, almost as big as baseball bats—and all in the blink of an eye. He managed to get his massive digits up and in front of his face just as the blond woman fired her very real gun. In the crowd, someone screamed.

And then, nothing. No cry of pain. No rush of blood. Noel blinked in surprise. What had just happened?

In response, the blond woman fired the gun again and again. Each time, the bullets hit the man’s hand as if they were a shield. And each time, they bounced off.

And then the room was utterly silent again.

“Wonderful,” Warp said. “Now let’s—”

Callahan darted forward, not with the smooth, practiced moves that Noel was used to seeing in action movies but in clear desperation. He backhanded the blond woman with a heavy blow, sending her slamming into the back wall, the gun clattering to the floor. Callahan curled his large hands into fists and charged toward Warp. As he raised them over his head, his intentions became obvious. He was going to pummel Warp.

And then Warp raised one of his own gloved hands, and Callahan froze.

At first, Noel had no idea what was going on. From his vantage point, directly in front of the stage, he could see that Warp hadn’t even touched the man, his hand resting a couple of inches away from the front of his dress shirt. Then he saw it, the glow that emerged from Callahan’s chest, gathering into an orb in Warp’s palm. The more light that Warp gathered, the smaller and smaller Callahan’s hands became until they were back to normal again.

For the second time in the past few minutes, Callahan fell to his knees, but now it was due to shock. His gaze fixed on his comparatively fragile hands.

“Power,” Warp said, golden glow reflecting off his mask. “Whether it’s money, political capital, or the ability to change your body at will, it’s all the same. The haves and the have-nots. Something like this doesn’t change the rules. It makes it more literal, arguably easier to wrap your mind around. Power is strength, passed on from generation to generation, while the rest try—and fail—to keep up.” He tossed the ball of light in his hands and caught it as if it were a baseball. “Or maybe not.”

With that, he tossed it again, this time to the blond woman, who had just finished struggling to her feet. The ball of power slipped into her chest. She reached up to touch the spot on her jacket where it had entered. In response, her pale hand doubled in size. She let out a gasp.

“No!” Callahan cried. “That was mine! You can’t—”

“No, not just yours.”

Callahan’s voice cut off as Warp took a step toward him. He looked at him with wide eyes.

“Not just yours,” Warp repeated, his voice strangely soft. “But your family’s. Large hands might seem silly, but they were your legacy. It didn’t just make you special. It made you all special in the eyes of your entire community.” He paused. “Of course. Not anyone.”

He turned to the front of the stage again, addressing the crowd. “We live in a world that used to only exist in stories. One of heroes of villains. Where the empowered make the rules.” He looked down at Callahan. “And those without expire. What do you think that means for you?”

And this time, there were no gasps of horror, protests, or questions. Just a crowd of people stunned to silence by the display in front of them. That and Noel’s thundering pulse. 
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  Dawn

  
  




I pressed the back of my body against the brick wall of the apartment building, trying to make myself as small and unnoticeable as possible. I didn’t even want to breathe. Every time I did, the puff of air froze like a tiny cloud in front of my face, giving my position away. Part of me was tempted to transform into Hikari. Not only could she resist the cold but—thanks to her laundry list of powers—escape much faster.

Of course, my pursuers hadn’t been chasing Hikari.

I perked up as the scuffing of feet grew closer. Looking down, I saw the source of my anxiety: two teenage girls with winter coats thrown over uniforms from a local Catholic school. They stopped in the middle of the alley below, one skittering on a patch of ice.

“Whoa!” the other one said. “Are you okay?”

“Sure, sure.” The first girl steadied herself. “I swear, I saw her go down this way. Do you think she flew off?”

“Don’t be silly. Hikari can’t fly. She jumps! Probably over one of those apartment buildings.”

She waved her arms as she spun around, gesturing toward the structures around her, including my hiding place on a fire escape three floors up. I flattened myself further, willing the girl not to pick up on my dark gray pea coat and red scarf.

Jump over a building? Why hadn’t I done that!

“Ugh!” the other girl replied. “I was really hoping to get her autograph.”

“Yeah, me too. Maybe next time?”

With that, the two girls exited the alley, their conversation turning to school. I let out a long, inheld breath, my stiff shoulders finally relaxing.

And then the window next to me slammed open. I jumped in surprise as a head popped out.

“Holy shit,” I gasped, hand fluttering to my chest. “Don’t do that, Diego!”

“And here I thought I was responsible for keeping quiet while your admirers were about.”

“I’m not sure if I’d call them that.”

“What about fangirls?”

“Yikes. I resemble that comment. Thanks for not giving me away.”

“Sure. Maybe you should come inside just in case they decide to circle back around.”

I nodded and ducked into Diego’s domain.

It was strange. The two of us had been through a lot together, from being held captive by SynergyCorp, to eventually taking down the organization and exposing the blood on their hands. This resulted in a strong bond between us, even though we hadn’t been acquainted for all that long. But his moving into this apartment had made me realize that while I had seen Diego at his best and worst, there was a lot left to discover.

It was a typical one-bedroom apartment. Cluttered, but not in an overwhelming way. The living room housed a sizable flat screen, a couple of gaming systems, and a small shelf filled with titles in both English and Spanish. This, combined with the well-stocked kitchen, represented sides of Diego I hadn’t seen while our times were consumed by SynergyCorp. I had enjoyed getting to know more about him over the past few months.

Even if I didn’t like to think about some of the reasons why he was still sticking around.

“It’s a good thing you thought to look for me. It’s pretty cold out there,” I said.

“You’re telling me! I thought I understood winter, but people have told me this bullshit can last until mid-April. That’s unnatural!”

“Uh, sometimes we get an early spring?”

“Yeah. Knowing my luck, not this year.”

I felt my own smile falter. Despite his lighthearted tone, there were genuine reasons for Diego to hate the cold. Like me, his time in SynegyCorp had resulted in powers. But while mine were mainly focused on allowing me to alter my form and abilities, every time Diego used his abilities, the results harmed his body.

Over the past few months, Diego had visited plenty of doctors, both locally and in Boston, to better understand the damage done to his lungs and how to reverse it. In the meantime, the cold could really irritate them.

It was unfair how much SynergyCorp had taken from him.

“Anyway,” he said. “You still want to head to the shop?”

“Of course,” I replied, forcing cheer into my voice. 

It was silly to linger over SynergyCorp. That was all in the past. A past that it felt good to move on from. Whether it was recovering my missing memories from Project Regen, being yanked to a disturbing future, or holding SynergyCorp to task, I had found precious little time to focus on my dream: being Bailey City’s first Actual Superhero. And now, I could finally do that while Diego concentrated on healing.

“Well then,” he said as we walked toward the kitchen. “Before we get going, there is one thing.”

I came to a stop when I saw an all-too-familiar figure and one that shouldn’t cause my stomach to sink. Detective Bronson was an important ally.

Amanda Bronson turned from her position at the windows. The thirty-something white woman had a lean build, blond hair, and a stern expression. She was dressed, as always, in civilian clothes, but even that couldn’t completely shed her natural authority. Like Diego and me, the detective was empowered, albeit not in such a dramatic way. It was just difficult to say no to her sometimes.

“Detective Bronson,” I said, “What are you doing here?”

“I swung by to check on Diego,” she replied. “Getting ready for the trial and all that.”

I nodded. She was talking about the trial against SynergyCorp. In TV shows and movies, things seemed to move from arrest to conviction with great speed. Apparently, real life was more drawn out.

Unfortunately.

I looked to Diego. “Are you ready to testify against Joseph Barron?”

“Oh yeah.” There was more than a hint of bitterness in his voice. “I want to see that bastard squirm. In a prison cell. Until he’s a hundred and two.”

“It’s more than that,” Detective Bronson said. “Cases involving empowered individuals are slim to none. Something like this, with empowered people as victims, is unprecedented. And the chatter around it has been disturbing. A lot of people look at what SynergyCorp did and are rightfully horrified. But not everyone feels that way. The idea of somehow creating Actuals that can be controlled rather than randomly pop up here and there is appealing to the wrong people. We must put the odds in our favor as much as possible.” She turned to me. “And what better way to do that than to have Bailey City’s first Actual take the stand.”

My body went completely rigid. This wasn’t the first time that Amanda had brought this up. She was a straightforward woman, maybe even to a fault. But in this area, I had been equally blunt.

“Amanda.” Diego was the first to speak, frustration leaking into his voice. “I asked you not to bring this up.”

“What would even be the point?” The words burst from my mouth. “You already have someone to testify. I’ve seen the chatter online. Everyone loves Diego—”

“That’s true,” the detective said. “But we need to think about the bigger consequences.”

“I know about the bigger consequences!”

“Dawn.”

“I know because you told me! Legally, I can’t testify as Hikari. It has to be as Dawn!”

It had been an everyday staple of my nightmares for months. Walking through the courtroom, approaching the judge, Hikari’s tall and strong form withering away to tiny, pathetic Dawn, revealing all my secrets for the entire world to see. Exposing myself and my family…

There was no coming back from that.

Amanda shook her head. “I do not deny it would complicate your life. I know you would find giving up your privacy incredibly challenging.”

“It’s more than just my privacy. I’ve seen what happens to Actuals in other cities. Once their identities are revealed, they’re not heroes anymore but vigilantes breaking the law. Some are even arrested on the spot.”

“This doesn’t need to mean giving up life as Hikari. Other cities, small ones like Bailey City, have managed to make it work. You have me to vouch for you.” She placed her right hand against her chest. “Don’t you forget that. And as far as total secrecy goes, I think we’re already past that.”

I had to stop myself from glancing back at the doorway that led to Diego’s living room. The two teenage girls that had followed me were just the tip of the iceberg. It had been easy enough to slip beneath the radar before SynergyCorp was exposed, but things were now complicated. Project Regen, the facility that had brutally created empowered people against their will, had been located hours away from Bailey City. It was far too easy to connect the recent news story with the college girl who had mysteriously disappeared around the same time. It was too high-profile a news story. The fact that Hikari had shown up mere weeks later was more than enough to create conspiracy theories.

Of course, they weren’t conspiracy theories if they were true.

I felt a panic well up inside of me at the thought. Of what being truly exposed would be like for my family and me. About giving up Hikari…

I pushed that emotion away.

“It’s only temporary,” I said. “There are clear physical differences between Dawn and Hikari that people can’t overlook. Not to mention that once we put this trial behind us, everyone will lose interest and move on to the next big story. Things will go back to normal.”

Amanda sighed. “I know you want that, Dawn. And clearly, I can’t force you to do anything. But things aren’t always going to turn out the way you’d expect—”

She was cut off by the sound of her own cellphone vibrating. She looked down at the screen and scowled.

“Shit,” she said, then answered the call. “Bronson. Give me a second.” She looked back to me. “We can talk about this later. I need to take this.”

And then, without another word, she left the apartment, leaving Diego and me alone in the kitchen.

“Saved by the bell,” Diego quipped, reaching for the jacket he had thrown over the back of one of his chairs. “I’m sorry about that. I should have warned—”

“Do you agree with her?” I cut him off, unable to keep the tremor from my voice. Of course, Detective Bronson wanted me to testify. She was trying to build a case. As Bailey City’s unofficial liaison to the empowered community, it was part of her job. But she wasn’t the only one with something on the line here. If Diego asked me, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to say no.

All I had ever wanted was to be an Actual. Ever since Golden Strike and Silver Shot first emerged in New York City more than ten years ago. Of course, I had never wanted to achieve powers the way I had. For almost a year, the mere thought of my time in SyneryCorp had paralyzed me with fear.

But things were different now. I was past all that. Could be the hero I always wanted to be.

And if I gave up my secret identity…

“Nah,” Diego said after a long pause. “I’ve got this. And I’ve told Amanda that too.”

I looked to the door. “It sounds like this is something she’s been meaning to bring up for a while now.”

“Oh yeah. That must have been some call.”
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I checked my phone before glancing up at the door of Lucia’s Pizza Palace. It was a quarter past noon on a Wednesday, so the restaurant wasn’t exactly empty. If the business casual attire of the crowd was any indication, I had found myself smack dab in the middle of the lunchtime rush. The front door swung open, followed by a teenage girl. Just not the one I was looking for.

Claire was running late again. It was important to remember that last part. She had never been all that punctual, from movie nights to family dinners. That thought was the one thing that kept me from reaching for my phone and sending worried text messages.

Of course, I would argue that I had a right to be a little concerned when it came to my sisters. Four months ago, I had almost lost one of them when Mariah had been strangled by Clay at the Minerva Center. At least he had been smart enough not to show his face in this city again. 

And that wasn’t half of it. Thanks to Dawn’s recent visit to the future, I knew a villain named Warp was going to come to Bailey City and take away all the women in my life. You couldn’t blame a guy for being a little on edge.

Even if that wasn’t for another four years.

The door swung open with another creak, revealing my sister dressed in a dark red jacket that didn’t look warm enough for the below-freezing temperatures. Not that I could say much with my bare head and hands. 

“Sorry, sorry,” she said, making her way to the table. “Classes ran a little long, and my phone is dead, so I couldn’t text you with a heads up.”

I smiled at that. A year and a half ago, my sister had been in danger of becoming a dropout, like her big lug of an older brother. Since then, she had graduated high school and was taking college classes. The more flexible nature of college life suited her better than high school, as did the fact that she could just take a few courses while working at Norma’s Diner. So far, Claire had found her business classes to be enjoyable. There had even been talk about taking more of them next semester. Maybe even transferring to a four-year college after a couple of years.

It was more than I had ever hoped for.

“Nah, it’s no problem,” I said. “I mean, Lucia’s a bit of a hike from campus compared to Norma’s.”

“Yeah, but I’m already there most days.” Claire rolled her eyes. “I’d like to eat something that wasn’t cooked by one of my disgusting co-workers for once.”

I laughed, but that wasn’t the whole story. The real reason we were steering clear of Norma’s didn’t exactly have anything to do with enjoying a more varied diet. It had everything to do with Dawn.

Before the Minerva Center, dating Dawn hadn’t raised too many eyebrows. Then the staff discovered that I might be dating Hikari, and the results weren’t great. And not just because Dawn, like most people, didn’t like being ogled by strangers. Thanks to Hunter Davies’s comics, Hikari and Faultline were romantically linked. And if people made the connection between Dawn and Hikari, it wasn’t all that hard to make the leap to Faultline. And me.

Given that I was technically still a wanted criminal, that didn’t exactly sit right with me.

“Anyway,” Claire asked. “Have you ordered?”

“Not yet,” I replied. “Grab anything you want. My treat.”

“Oh?” She raised an eyebrow.

“What? I can’t want to take my little sister out?”

“I mean, sure, but are you doing it to be nice or do you want something.”

“A little of both, to be honest.” I leaned back in my seat. “I’m thinking about moving out in a few months.”

“With Dawn?” 

“If she’s up for it. I haven’t broached the subject yet. Not until I made sure that you and Mariah would be okay.”

“Emotionally or financially?”

“Well…obviously, I care about the former, but I was more thinking about practical shit.”

“What? Don’t think we’ll miss you?”

“Oh, I plan on coming back for plenty of family dinners.”

“Ugh! Maybe you should let us miss you a little more. We should be fine. It’s not like in high school when you were trying to support the three of us on one shitty Colossus Fitness salary. Mariah makes good money, and I make a fair amount in tips. If things get too tight, we can always bring in a roommate. Maybe ask Diego.”

“Yeeeaaah, I don’t think that’s possible. He and Mariah seem finished.”

Claire responded by dropping her gaze. 

I blinked, then leaned forward. “Did Mariah say something different?”

“Oh, it’s just…the way that she talks sometimes, I don’t exactly think this was a mutual break up, you know. When were you thinking about leaving?”

“Late spring,” I said, choosing to ignore the change in topic. “By then, the trial should be over, and hopefully, all this craziness with it. Dawn will only have one more year of school left. Not a terrible time to…”

My voice trailed off as the door to Lucia’s opened again, only this time it wasn’t some teenager in a parka.

Three figures walked—no, sauntered—inside, confidence clear in every step. Even more damning was the fact that they all wore identical mirrored masks. The same mask that Clay, Diego, and the rest of the Ghosts had once worn. 

The same masks that Warp was known for.

“Claire,” I said. “Get your phone.”

“Um, it’s dead? Why…” She froze as she caught sight of the masked arrivals.

The first of them, a tall woman with wild blond hair, made her a move, walking up to the nearest one of Lucia’s dainty-ass tables and slamming one of her fists against it. Only when she did, the hand more than quadrupled in size, flipping the table and sending the contents all over the floor and onto one of the men sitting there.

“What the hell!” The guy was clearly not thrilled to have hot pizza in his lap. 

Then he froze when he caught sight of the woman’s face. No, her mask.

At the outcry, the rest of the restaurant fell silent.

“Sorry to interrupt your lunches,” the woman said, raising her hands, of which one was still enlarged. “But we don’t want to take up much of your time.”

As she spoke, my gaze tracked over her two companions. One was a slim woman wearing a navy jacket. Based on the color of the exposed skin on her neck and the texture of her close-cropped hair, she was probably black. The third guy was tall and long-limbed, his build and race impossible to make out thanks to the bulk of his clothing and the presence of gloves. He circulated the room slowly, probably keeping an eye out for anyone trying to call for help.

But I was way ahead of him, my cell phone tucked under the table to mask the screen’s glow. Only when I glanced at it, I frowned. Unlike the last time I had checked, I didn’t have any type of signal. Not even the restaurant’s Wi-Fi.

What the hell? Calling the cops was far from my first instinct, but getting help seemed like the better option. What had happened?

“You’re probably wondering why none of your phones work,” the blond woman said. “Just a little assistance from my friend Shields here.” She gestured toward the woman at the door. “For the time being, no one outside this room can see or hear you. Hell, if you ran to the window and cried for help, pedestrians wouldn’t even notice you. Which is scary, I know, but you have nothing to worry about. We don’t want to hurt anyone. Hell, we don’t want anything to do with most of you. We’re on the lookout for someone special. Our boss wants to have a little…chat with her.”

“Who the hell are you?” said the man covered in pizza sauce, finding his outrage again.

“Me? My name is Fists.” The woman gestured toward herself with an oversize hand. “This is Shields.” She pointed toward the woman at the door. “And the man currently circling the room is Scales. This should only take a few minutes.”

As she spoke, Scales passed by the swinging doors that led into the kitchen. Through the window, I could make out a cook working, completely blind to what was going on not twenty feet away. It looked like Fists wasn’t lying about Shields’s powers. 

“You see,” Fists continued. “We are looking for a girl. A young woman, really.” She held up a hand to about chin height. “About yay tall. Blond. Wears a lot of dark eye makeup. Goes by the name of Claire Gage. And she’s—”

“Right here.” 

The robotic voice came from feet away from me. I looked up to see Scales reach out and grab for Claire’s shoulder. Only to come to a sudden stop as I latched my right hand around his wrist.

For a few seconds, no one in that restaurant moved.

“Ah,” Fists said, somewhat awkwardly, as she began to make her way across the restaurant. “She’s not alone. But don’t worry, Alex. We’re not going to hurt your little sister. In fact, it’s probably best for you to step off. After all, there are three of us and only one of you.”

“Do I look like someone you can push around?” My voice was sudden and sharp. A woman across the restaurant winced as if my anger had been directed at her.

And boy, I was angry. And that came a whole set of problems I didn’t want to deal with.

Fists shook her head, stopping to linger uncomfortably close. She leaned toward me.

“Trust me,” she said, voice soft. “We know that you’re not someone that can easily be pushed around. In fact, we know it’s best to keep you calm, especially after what happened at the Minerva Center.”

I shot the woman a look, not that I could read much of her reaction with the damn mask in the way. But the implications behind her words were obvious. How did she know that I was Faultline? Hell, how did she know about the fact that I had almost knocked down the Minerva Center months ago?

And more importantly, why did she assume I would let them take my sister? She seemed to catch the question in my gaze because the next sound she made was a low chuckle.

“You’re probably wondering how we know all that,” she said. “But our boss is pretty good at figuring out people’s secrets.”

“Your boss—”

When she spoke next, her voice was soft. “You know him as Warp.”

I reared back, my right hand forming into a fist.

“Scales!” Fists cried out.

But it was too late. Before anyone could react, I delivered a punishing blow to Scales’s jaw.

And then the room exploded.
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“Yeah, and Val said that Wren and Amber seem to be right on target at school, which is a bit of a miracle seeing they spent so much time away from it,” Diego said.

I nodded. “I guess that makes sense. They seemed pretty smart.”

“Something they clearly didn’t get from their mother.”

I winced in response.

“Oh, come on! You were there. You saw how she made people miserable.”

“I…Bixby was doing her best. I don’t think she was that bad.”

“I’m pretty sure your memories have been tainted. You know it’s okay to speak ill of the dead sometimes. Don’t get me wrong, she didn’t deserve what she got. I’m all for finding justice for Bixby, but I’m not gonna pretend that we were best buddies.”

The two of us turned a corner, bringing a familiar sight into view: Northwest Comics, a place I had visited pretty much every Wednesday for years. After my father’s death, comics had become the perfect escape, a home away from home, filled with larger-than-life stories carefully curated for me by Steve, the once clerk and now owner of Northwest Comics. But despite the shift in leadership, little about the store itself had changed since my teenage years, from the red painted sign to the brightly lit layout. The expansive windows even showed off Steve, chatting with one of the regulars, who I recognized by sight, if not by name.

What stood outside was a little different. 

A small gathering of people, primarily high school or college-age, hovered near the front of the store, chatting excitedly. And while part of me wanted to pretend that this was about a big new release, I knew the truth. One of the bystanders, a small, dark-haired girl with pale skin, turned to a taller black boy in a knit cap and asked, “Do you think she’ll be here today?”

“Hey.”

I jumped slightly at Diego’s voice, soft yet sudden, and turned to see him standing there, sympathy clear on his face. It made it hard to meet his gaze.

“Why don’t I pick up your stuff today?” he asked. “You can just pay me back after.”

“Ah…okay.” I paused to glance over the crowd.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. It’s just…I thought we were past this, you know?”

It had started slowly enough. I’d be sitting in class and could have sworn someone had taken a picture of me. Or I’d leave Northwest Comics to find someone I didn’t recognize asking me if I was Hikari.

At first, I had done my best to deflect. Thanks to my transformation powers, Hikari and I didn’t look that much alike. Hikari was several inches taller than me, had a more muscular body type, and bright red hair. But that wasn’t enough. Crowds began to grow outside my classes and even at my house, and I quickly learned that it was best not to engage at all.

Fortunately, things had died down over time. Once SynergyCorp was no longer front-page news, people began to wander away.

Or had they? It wasn’t like I was constantly followed, but the two girls outside Diego’s apartment weren’t exactly rare. The small crowd in front of Northwest Comics was proof of that. I had expected things to ramp up again once the actual trial began, so I had signed up for only online courses in preparation for the spring semester. I couldn’t judge how my classmates were treating me, because I didn’t really see them anymore,

Bailey City didn’t exactly have any celebrities. To many people, being an Actual was the closest thing we had to an A-lister. Which was fine when people saw me as Hikari but as Dawn…

The attention made my skin crawl.

As Diego approached Northwest Comics, I ducked behind a nearby wall, leaning against the solid surface. I heard a gasp as he approached the small crowd.

“Hey there!” he said. “What is this, a party?”

I let out an appreciative sigh. On top of being a good friend, Diego was the perfect person for a situation like this. Charismatic and good-looking, he had been a bit of a media darling during the fall, whether he was sharing stories about the horrors of Project Regen or telling everyone about how much he enjoyed living in Bailey City.

People loved Diego. There were memes about him! He should be the one to testify against SynergyCorp. So why was Detective Bronson pushing the issue?

I felt a vibration in my jeans pocket and pulled out the phone, removing my black gloves with my teeth so I could access the touch screen. I immediately saw a message from my mother.

Your brother is in town and will be swinging by for dinner. Will you be back by then, or do you think you’ll be busy with something?

Swallowing, I looked over the text message, especially at that vague “something” at the end. How could one innocent word hold so much weight?

I opened the Messages app and sent back a quick reply. As my hands moved across the screen, I heard a wail of sirens in the background. Frowning, I glanced around my surroundings and then back to my phone. I attempted to pull up Dana’s police scanner app, only to be interrupted as my phone vibrated again. It was another text for my mom, confirming dinner at six and then following up with questions about food. I sighed and switched back over to the text message function.

“That doesn’t sound good.”

I looked up to see Diego holding up a bag of comics. I gave him a slightly pained smile.

“Thanks,” I said, reaching for them.

“Hope they help. Something wrong?”

“Oh no. Just the normal stuff that comes with balancing a double life. Apparently, my brother is stopping by for dinner.”

“Nice. Will he be sticking around for long?”

“I’m not sure. Why do you ask?”

“Oh, I’ve just heard Alex grumble about the guy once or twice, and I’m curious to see if reality matches up.”

I nodded. The last time my brother and boyfriend had teamed up, things had been a little tense. There was just no way the more temperamental Alex, with his distrust of material wealth, was meant to get along with the cool and collected Alan with his array of fine suits. 

And then there had been the whole blackmail thing…

“I’m sure I’ll figure it out tonight,” I said. “Do you think—”

Before I could finish, the phone in my hand buzzed again, only this time it was a call. I frowned when I saw the name “Amanda Bronson” on the screen. 

Diego shook his head. “You know you don’t have to answer that. I told her I could handle everything.”

My gaze dropped to the phone. Sure, he was right, but Amanda was still a police officer. What if she wasn’t calling about the trial but needed Hikari’s help?

“Yes?” I said into the phone.

“Dawn?” The strange softness in Detective Bronson’s voice gave me pause.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

She let out a sigh. “No, Dawn. We have a real situation here.”
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