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CHAPTER 1

TOBY’S REVENGE






Greensville High

Tuesday, September
28th

3:15 PM.






Toby Crockman ran through the halls of
Greensville High School. Sweat drenched his brow and his lungs
seared from a shortage of air. If only he hadn’t chickened out on
his latest prank. It would’ve been so sweet, cherry-bombing a
toilet in blatant defiance of the principal’s threat to expel him.
So many joy buzzers, whoopie cushions, and rubber chickens lined
the shelves inside his locker. Life used to be one big guffaw to
him. So what changed?

Maybe his old antics no longer amused
him. Or maybe the rumors of his permanent record being larger than
the library’s book collection rang true. If it were a case of the
latter, then he had to find any files the school kept on him.
Halfway to the principal’s office, he faltered. Without a key, he
had no way to access the room. If he had brute strength, he could
rip the door off its hinges. Still, the desire to vandalize the
school cancelled out all his other thoughts. But since he couldn’t
act on his initial plan, he might consider going after the punk
who’d snitched on him last time.

No, that wouldn’t work either. Weeks
had passed since then, and he had never figured out the squealer’s
identity. He needed a softer target, like a science nerd. Those
guys always had their noses glued to their books, which had
inspired him to carry a jar of rubber cement in his backpack. If
only the chemistry teacher, Ms. Montane, hadn’t swiped his precious
container.
















Fittingly enough, and almost as if his
subconscious had drawn him back to the scene of his last practical
joke, he slowed his pace around the science lab, room 123. Banners
in the hallway and in the classroom announced how the annual
science fair was only a few days away. How could he have forgotten?
Of course, most of the school prattled on over next week’s
home-coming game instead. Barely anyone breathed a word about the
science fair.

A grin spread across his
face.

Maybe I should make this
year’s fair something they’ll talk about for years to come. If
they’re gonna expel me anyway, I might as well make it worth my
while.

The door to the lab still open, he
slipped into the room and glanced around. Some of his classmates
had already dropped off their projects for safekeeping. This looked
promising. The displays wouldn’t be judged until Saturday
afternoon, but why wait until the last minute? The five
overachievers consisted of two girls, two guys, and someone who had
forgotten to write their name on their project. Separately, the
girls had made a volcano and a diorama of the solar system. The
exhibit belonging to the unidentified student was a compost kit
that recycled ordinary household trash. Project number four was a
report on possible side effects blackberry mint lemonade had on
people.

Toby pursed his lips. He’d heard about
that beverage, seen the multiple ads pop up all across his TV and
social media channels. Yet as soon as he’d hit up the nearest El
Rancho Burgers to order it, they had to turn him away. Something
about people having allergic reactions to the drink or
whatever.

In the end it was okay, though. On his
way out of the restaurant, he had passed by the restroom and
decided to have a little fun with the soap dispenser. Pumping a
huge glob of the foamy stuff onto his palm, he walked back out into
the lobby and smeared it on the nearest table. He then drew a stick
figure in the middle of the surface where everyone who wanted to
use it could see. Once done, he dashed out the door, chuckling and
wheezing along the way.

Now that was a fun
time!

A cursory glance of the project in
front of him revealed mostly a notecard diorama on a corkboard,
with two unopened soda cans sitting to the right of the writing on
the wall. The report showed a timeline of events pertaining to the
introduction and subsequent recall of the offending beverage. Just
reading the technical terms on the report made him yawn. But his
gaze kept drifting toward the cans.

Huh. I thought they only
sold this stuff at El Rancho Burgers. Wonder if they used the same
distributor?

Tongue salivating from running so much,
he helped himself to the lemonade. Just one swig, and he would
leave the remaining contents behind while he checked out that last
project.

The can cracked open with a hiss. Toby
listened for footsteps. No one. He glanced out the nearest window
and saw football practice still taking place on the field. Where
was the security guard? He guzzled down most of the drink without
realizing what he was doing. A thud from somewhere down the hall
snapped him back to attention. If he wanted to damage any of these
entries, he had to hurry. He set the can down back in its exhibit
and moved on.

The last presentation had something to
do with glow in the dark crystals, according to the notecard
description. Did the crystals glow already, or did someone have to
add water? To the right of the index card, he discovered an
unopened packet of topaz crystals. How might he ruin these? Tearing
open the pouch and spilling the flakes all over the countertop was
an easy answer, but did it pack the most punch? Could he instead
strip these fragments of their glowing power? He skimmed through
the instructions. Just as he suspected, water seemed to be a
necessary component for giving the minerals their radiance. If he
kept the crystals away from any source of water, they’d never
sparkle.

He snatched the packet. A corner of the
envelope had a slight tear in it. As he lifted the pouch into the
air, several shavings spilled out onto the floor and all over
Toby’s arm.

“Crap,” he said, tossing the
packet back onto the table. “Should have just tampered with one of
the other projects!”

Then he noticed the seeds on his
knuckles starting to throb, as if his own perspiration itself had
activated them. His eyes grew wide as panic filled his heart. He
almost screamed but chomped down on his lip instead. A creak from
somewhere else in the school made him imagine the security guard
busting into the room, catching him in the act. He brushed the
thought aside and peeked at his fingers again. Yep, the chips still
glowed. Then he spied the particles on the floor and found them
bearing no light whatsoever, compared to their cousins on his
skin.

“What’s up with these weird
crystals?” he asked in a whisper. He dusted himself off as best as
he could. The ones that left his flesh lost their radiance as they
fluttered onto the floor. Meanwhile, the rest quickly grew attached
to his body. The harder he chafed his hands, the deeper the
remaining seeds seemed to bury themselves.

He picked up the pack once
again, desperate to find a label of possible side effects these
seeds might have. He only found things like Use as directed, and
do not eat. A grumble
escaped his throat.

Great, just
great!

Once his growl trailed off, a crackling
rose in the air. His gaze shot back and forth. Where had this
strange new sound come from? The school’s ice machine was on the
other side of the building.

A second scrape against the hallway
floor told him he’d run out of time. He crept towards the exit,
stuck his head out the door slowly to check for anyone else, and
bolted from the lab a second later. The sneakers on his feet made
loud clomps, betraying his presence to anyone in the vicinity. As
he ran, a sudden resistance slowed his momentum, like an invisible
force pressed down hard on his chest.

The crackle persisted from somewhere
close by. His skin suddenly chilled and he glanced down at his
hands. The crystals on his hands had expanded. They weren’t just
green anymore, either. Some of the shards were purple. As the
purple and the green elements carved crisscross designs on the back
of his knuckles, his whole body convulsed with a fire he hadn’t
ever felt before.

What’s happening to
me?

The exit lay several feet
ahead of him. As he made his way there, a new sound greeted his
ears, like something ripping. Parts of his hoodie and his pants
tore as jagged shards of crystal protruded from his body.
Now he
screamed.

I can’t go home looking
like this. But where else can I go?

Without an answer, he fled the school
and crept across the street, sidestepping gawkers, and ducking into
an alleyway. There had to be somewhere he could hide until these
crystals broke off him.

But what if they didn’t?

He forced himself to sprint despite the
imbalance of whatever was growing all around his body. Soon he
found himself in the middle of a forest miles away from the school.
He tripped over his own feet and a series of sticker bushes broke
his fall. His mind, so overwhelmed by the shock of his
transformation, blanked out before he ever felt the cuts and
scrapes of the thorns.


CHAPTER 2

MUTATIONS OLD AND NEW






Saturday, September
30th

10:07 AM






Scottie Brentson stepped onto the front
porch of his lakefront property home located several miles
northwest of Greensville. He whistled at the clear blue skies and
the pristine pond to his south, on the other side of a dirt road
that connected his driveway to the county artery. Somehow, the
Greensville Credit Bureau had approved his loan of one hundred
fifty thousand dollars for the two-story cottage and the five acres
accompanying it. Of course, the only reason his mortgage had likely
been approved at all was because of how his parents once had
Greensville wrapped around their fingers.

Funny how seamlessly they ran things at
the time, too. After all, the general population didn’t know what
was going on behind the scenes, including Scottie. It wasn’t until
Scottie mutated, and discovered other people suffering similar
transformations, that the Brentsons had overplayed their hand. A
pity Ma and Pa Brentson had been so gung-ho about using their
company to create an army of soldiers with extraordinary abilities.
If they had kept their aspirations grounded in Greensville, Pa
might not have gone to jail, and Ma might not have died. Of course,
the problem with an organization such as the Collaborationists
Organizing Reform Between Individual Necessities, or CORBIN, was
that there were almost certainly far more heads to the snake than
Scottie had been led to believe.

It was probably why he took himself
off-grid, besides the fact that he could burn things to a crisp
with a single thought. After the downfall of his parents’ empire,
he needed to distance himself from city living, and get back to the
basics. Having grown up on a farm, he was certainly no stranger to
the great outdoors. Even as his house had come equipped with its
own wi-fi, he turned it off in favor of a disconnected way of life,
at least for now. It was nice to have the option of reactivating
the technology if he wanted. Yet he needed time to regroup and heal
from all the damage his folks had caused.

Out in his front yard, the smell of a
recent rain soothed his nostrils. He climbed down off the porch and
wound his way around back, if for no other reason than to
appreciate the view behind his house. The area out back drew a
smile to his face, though it didn’t quite take his breath away like
how the lake did. At first, he had no idea why he had such a
different reaction on this side of the house. His gaze wandered
over to a heavy-set thistle bush. The lush over-growth might become
a problem if he didn’t tend to it soon. A snap of his fingers would
resolve this matter. Flames condensed to a marble-sized orb settled
on his palm. He frowned.

Thank you oh so much,
CORBIN, for blessing me with these wonderful meta powers.

Bile coated his tongue. He tried not to
think about the sweet beverage that had changed him, even as he
used his ability to cut down the weeds in his yard. He wanted to
stay mad at Ma and Pa for trying to orchestrate the biggest genetic
revolt of human anatomy in history.

Who am I kidding? If I
really wanted to do something about my mutation, I wouldn’t summon
my flames at all. But how do you stop using something that can be
useful in your everyday life?

He gnashed his teeth and hurled the
ball at the bush. Flames ignited all across the shrub’s frontside
and quickly spread to the back. Realizing how fast the blaze could
reach the woods on the other side of his oakwood fence, or cut back
across to his house, he ran to the fire. His pyrokinesis increased
and he compelled the sparks on the plant towards his fingers. With
a commanding touch, he absorbed all the scorching energy into his
body. Warmth washed over him for a second until his power faded,
leaving behind one charred shrub and part of his fence
singed.

“Is that why you wanted to
make me your precious Meta-Weapon? Because you knew my temper could
always get the best of me?” he blurted out loud. A hawk called out
in the distance, a gentle reminder of his solitude. “Well, I’m not
your puppet! Hope you’re enjoying your time in jail, Pa. And as for
you, Ma, I truly hope you found the peace you clearly lacked in
life, wherever you are.”

Had three months already passed since
he and the Meta-Misfits had fought his parents and their
Meta-Weapons? Hardly a day went by where he didn’t have some sort
of nightmare about that battle downtown. Most of the time, his
memory usually replayed that fateful moment to near perfect
clarity. He could see two of the other Meta-Misfits—Angie and
Vine-Wolf—using their powers to defeat his mother. Angie, who
controlled arctic energy, had frozen Ma’s watery form, converting
her into an ice statue. Next, Vine-Wolf had taken one of his vines
and whipped it against Ma’s statue figure, shattering her into
pieces. At the time, Scottie hadn’t thought to check whether those
ice shards might melt into puddles and reunite into one mad
momma.

Nah. No way she’d survived
that.

He glanced over at the shrubbery by his
fence again. With a sigh, he went over to his garage, retrieving
his gardening gloves, some tools, and an empty trash bag. It would
likely take longer for him to trim the excess growth this way, but
it was far better than starting a wildfire.

Something rustled in the bushes on the
other side of the fence. Scottie scraped a pile of leaves together,
the grip on his rake firm, ignoring the sound. Being out here on
the edge of the forest, encounters with wildlife were to be
expected. Yet the chirps, squeaks, and growls conveyed a certain
peril that wasn’t normal. The chatter made Scottie turn his back on
the pile of leaves. What was going on in the woods? Something
absolutely had the beasts all riled up.

Then a roar carried through the air
that drowned out everything else. Scottie dropped his rake and
jumped the fence seconds later. Flames danced around the edges of
his fingers. He narrowed his eyes, ready for anything.

“Who’s there?” he bellowed.
Maybe he could spook the intruder away.

Footsteps clomped toward him, crunching
against fallen branches. The pace of the steps grew quicker, like a
predator about to pounce. Scottie expanded the flames around his
fingers into a spheroid.

A young man emerged from the woods,
wearing only tattered shorts and the remnants of tennis shoes. His
skin consisted of green and purple gemstone patches, smooth like
glass. Scottie lowered his guard a little.

“Oh my god! Are you okay?”
Scottie asked, seeing the absolute fear in the young man’s eyes. He
kept a firm hold on his fireball, however, just in case this was a
trick.

The gemstone man stared at Scottie for
a moment, then rushed him. Scottie threw up an immediate wall of
flames to slow down his attacker’s approach. A growl from the other
side drowned out the crackle of flames for a moment.

“Leave now! I don’t want to
hurt you,” Scottie said.

“No! I won’t go back there!”
the young man protested. “I can’t let anyone see me like
this.”

“Who are you? What are you
running from?”

“I’m not telling you
anything,” he said, sticking his hands out and reaching past the
blaze. Was the kid impervious to heat?

“Look, I know you’re scared.
Did you just mutate?”

“What’s it to
you?”

“Well, in case you were too
upset to notice, I’m a mutant myself here,” Scottie said. “You ever
know anyone who could control fire like this?”

“Big deal,” the gemstone man
said. “I could break all the bones in your body.”

“Why would you do that?”
Scottie asked.

“Because it’s something to
do. Because the world screwed me over, and I want to get back at
it.”

Sounds like the guy has a
score to settle with someone.

Scottie scratched his head. “What have
I done to you though? Up until a few minutes ago, I didn’t even
know you were alive.”

“Does it matter? I’m a freak
show now!”

“I’m sorry this happened to
you,” Scottie said.

The words seemed to temper the young
man’s rage.

“Yeah, well, I don’t need
your pity.”

“I wasn’t giving you
any.”

Scottie lowered his flame-field.
Despite the other mutant charging at him, Scottie suspected the kid
didn’t actually want to hurt anybody. The young man’s eyes
narrowed. Then a set of knuckles struck Scottie right in the chin,
sending him flying backwards into a tree. Every inch of Scottie’s
body exploded in a fire he couldn’t control, and he groaned in
agony. He clenched his teeth and picked himself off the
ground.

The kid snatched him by the collar and
hefted him into the air.

“How about I smush your face
into the nearest tree?”

“You won’t do it,” Scottie
said, spitting out blood from the new gaps in his gums where teeth
once were. “You talk big, but deep down you’re scared because of
what happened to you.”

“You doubt me? Look at me.
I’m made of topaz. Heh. I’m Topaz Toby. I can do anything. Lucky
for you, you’re not from Greensville High. They’re the ones who really have to
watch out for me.”

“As if I’ll let you get
anywhere near that school,” Scottie said, his breathing
labored.

Topaz Toby’s free hand gripped Scottie
by the hair.

“Funny how you think you
have any say in the matter.”

Scottie summoned the energy to
transform into a massive blaze, startling Toby into releasing
him.

“What the? You can change
into flames?” Topaz Toby said.

“Sure can,” Scottie said.
“Have you tried changing back into your flesh form?”

Toby glanced at him with wide eyes.
“How do I do that? This is an exoskeleton that grew on me. I can’t
seem to shed it.”

“Oh, wow. Toby, you didn’t
happen to drink any blackberry mint lemonade recently, did
you?”

“What does it even matter?”
Toby snapped.

“It matters because that
stuff was supposed to be taken off the market the instant people started
changing. But if its distributors found a way to circumvent the
recall mandate…,” Scottie’s voice trailed off. It made sense that
if Ma and Pa wanted to mutate the whole town, they wouldn’t have
let the hysteria over El Rancho Burgers stop them.

“Maybe they shouldn’t have
treated it like soda,” Toby said with a shrug.

They put that stuff in soda
cans, too? Damn it. They’re good.

“Look. I get that you’re
scared, Toby. But I can help you with your mutation. You’ve seen me
manage my flames just now. When I first changed, I had zero control
over them. And while I haven’t fully grasped everything there is to
know about them, at least these days I don’t singe my
backyard.”

Toby glanced over at the charred
thistle plants. “Oh, really?”

Scottie threw his head back, grunting
annoyance at himself. How could he have forgotten all about that
bush he’d nearly just destroyed?

“That was a controlled
situation,” he said.

“Your fence looks burnt,
too.”

“I’m telling you the truth.
I know what I’m doing. I’ve been a mutant for months. You’re not
alone in this.”

“Whatever. I’m out of
here.”

“Where are you
going?”

“Someplace where no one can
find me.”

“Do you think running away
from your problems will somehow magically solve them?”

The reluctance in Toby’s eyes gave
Scottie an inkling of hope. Could he somehow keep this young man
with the promise of a bright future from going down the wrong
path?

I have to try. Everybody
deserves a chance to be happy.

“Look, dude. People have
already given up on me. Why would you be any different?”

“Because I believe in
redemption,” Scottie said. “Whatever you’re trying to avoid, I
honestly believe you have someone out there who loves
you.”

“Hah. My parents don’t even
bat an eye unless the principal tells them I’m about to get kicked
out of school.”

“Well, surely you have
friends who genuinely care about you.”

“Strike two, dude. Nobody
wants to be friends with a chronic class clown, especially after
I’ve pretty much gone through the whole alumni twice with my
pranks.”

“I see. Have you ever tried
laughing with people instead of at them?”

Another pause. For a brief second, it
seemed like Scottie’s words might actually sink in, and convince
Toby that there was another way besides the dark path he seemed so
intent on taking.

“Forget it. I’m outta
here.”

Scottie watched with parted lips as the
kid marched off into the woods. Another one slipped through the
cracks, though he refused to blame himself for Toby turning down
his offer. You couldn’t force anybody to change. It had to be
something they saw in their hearts. And even with that slight spark
where Toby had appeared to consider Scottie’s words, it hadn’t been
enough to make Toby stick around.

Oh well. If he couldn’t help the kid
out, then perhaps Scottie might find someone else to keep from
drowning in utter despair. But first he needed answers from his dad
in the state penitentiary.


CHAPTER 3

A FEW CLUES FROM PA


Kevington State
Penitentiary

Tuesday, October
3rd

11:00 AM


A state-of-the-art facility awaited
Scottie under overcast skies. Temperatures in the lower fifties had
forced him to throw on a light sweater jacket depicting the
Greensville Mallards. He wasn’t a huge fan of football per se, but
the team had an outstanding preseason in August, which translated
well into the first weeks of the regular season. It was precisely
the kind of distraction he needed from dealing with the aftermath
of the mutation plot.

And if Toby hadn’t shown up
at my doorstep, I might’ve gotten another few weeks of peace and
quiet.

Two guards, both wearing sunglasses,
led Scottie to the visitor’s area of the detention center. Ahead of
his arrival, a coordinator had informed Scottie that extra measures
would be taken during his time there. He shrugged off any thoughts
of inconvenience, his need for answers gnawing at his psyche. The
iris scan, x-ray of his personal effects, and passage through a
metal detector, didn’t even make him flinch.

Still, Scottie had to ask himself one
thing. What made Pa more dangerous: his mutant powers, or how
easily he bent the truth? He couldn’t remember for the life of him
what Pa’s specific power was, mostly because everyone’s focus had
fallen onto Ma during the battle. He suspected it had something to
do with how the Greensvillites hadn’t objected to the Brentsons’
command to attack the Meta-Misfits. Was it telepathy, or mere
charm?

I sincerely doubt Pa has a
mutated form of charisma. It’s gotta be telepathy.

“Please have a seat,” the
guard with the bushy chestnut beard said, pointing to a chair
sitting in front of a plexiglass window. Scottie nodded and, as he
went to sit down, glanced over his shoulder at the
guards.

“The prisoner will be with
you soon,” the clean-shaven guard said in a robotic tone. His voice
brought a chill to Scottie’s spine. Were the guards working under
the influence of a mental sway, or was this part of their natural
demeanor? It was hard to tell. If they weren’t wearing sunglasses,
he could check out their eyes for vacant stares like what he’d seen
in the Greensvillites. Then he could better determine whether
CORBIN still had its claws in everything.

“Thanks,” Scottie
said.

While he waited for Pa to show up on
the other side of the plexiglass, he read the signs posted
throughout the chamber. Most of them simply reiterated the security
protocols. He nodded his head in appreciation. Between those and
the thermoplastic protection, Pa’s knuckles would never reach
him.

“Well, well, look who’s come
crawling to me for forgiveness,” a gruff voice called out to
Scottie.

“Hello, Pa,” Scottie
replied, invoking a neutral tone for the sake of this
chat.

The older Brentson sported a graying
buzzcut with sideburns creeping past his ears. More than a few
wrinkles spread across
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