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  Riley

  
  




He needed to stay calm.

It should have been easy. He had been practicing self-control since childhood. It was time to focus on breathing, quieting his racing mind. But that was impossible. He could feel the unspent energy coursing through him, causing his entire body to shake. As if, at any moment, something in him would explode.

The pacing probably wasn’t helping either.

“Everything will be fine.”

Riley looked up to the speaker, a voice that had become familiar to him over the past few weeks. Cassandra stood on the other side of the prison cell. Her deep-set eyes were full of sympathy, a prominent white streak standing out stark against her otherwise dark curls. At twenty-eight, Riley hadn’t been a child for a long time, but there was something about this older woman with her steady gaze that made him want to defer to her as the adult in the room.

The larger part of him wanted to pace.

“Do we need to go over the plan?” she asked.

Riley nodded, taking a long breath before speaking. “Rev and Joe are keeping watch to stop people from wandering into the area.” He paused. “Not that it will make much of a difference. Others are going to see something’s going on.”

“Okay. Next?” Cassandra raised her voice.

“Anton opens the portal at 4:04 PM exactly.”

“How precise. Very like Mitch.”

“Yeah, it would have been more convenient if we could have done this at night.”

“I guess you’ll just have to ask your brother to die at a more convenient moment next time.” Cassandra’s voice was dry. “Next?”

“Joe and Rev go in and grab…Alex. They grab Alex. Dawn will be too shocked to react all that much.”

He winced at that one. It was a terrible thing, what he was about to do. But if everything went according to plan, Dawn would only think Alex was dead for a couple of weeks. Three at the most. And while that would be unspeakably painful, if they were successful…

“Next?”

Riley snapped back to attention. “Next is Tala. Tala is key.”

“Tala is key.” Cassandra nodded. “Fortunately for your brother, I’ve never met a young person with more impeccable control over her powers.”

“Why do you keep on calling him that?”

“What, ‘your brother?’ Isn’t that what he is?”

“Well, yeah…but that’s a recent development.”

“I don’t believe blood relationships work quite like that.” Her voice softened. “And besides, I don’t think you’d put yourself through so much for anything less than family.”

Family. What did that even mean? Not a damn thing as far as Riley was concerned. His mother had put her quest for power above all else, sacrificing anyone who got in her way. And his father? Forecaster had seen him as an employee at most.

For a moment, Riley let his gaze linger on the open door of the prison cell. On the bright fluorescent lights and the orange jumpsuits. It was blessedly quiet in Cellblock B. Almost empty. As if Forecaster had chosen the time because of the low foot traffic. But he knew better. This was about what was going on in Bailey City. If they were just seconds too late, Alex—his brother—would die.

He felt his shoulders straighten as he turned back to Cassandra. “Does that mean you’ve changed your mind?”

Her gaze went steely. “No.”

A flash of light filled the corner of his vision. Riley swirled toward the entrance of the cell. Several feet beyond that, the fabric of the universe tore open. Or, at least, that’s what Anton’s portals looked like to Riley: holes with ragged edges, as if someone had tried to slice open reality with a dull knife only to give up halfway through, ripping the rest with their bare hands.

Of course, the actual process was a little quicker than that.

For a second, the portal showed only darkness, soon replaced by a blurry image on the other side. Riley wasn’t familiar enough with the place to know it by sight, but it was supposed to be the Takahashi kitchen. He caught a flash of red. All that blood. Blood he had been warned about in advance.

Not that it eased that twist in his stomach.

“Go!” an accented masculine voice cried out, followed by two figures darting inside the portal. The second they did so, their bodies became blurry as well, as if they had plunged into water.

Two minutes and fifteen seconds, Riley’s mind supplied. Only two minutes and fifteen seconds. How much have we already—

Riley tensed as he caught sight of a scuffle on the other side. He watched a dark-haired figure slip and fall forward. Once he recognized who he was looking at, that figure was blocked by Rev and Joe, both men plunging toward him at top speed.

Dawn is never going to forgive me for this.

The two men burst through the barrier, carrying a third between them. They crossed into the cell, and the bigger of the two, Rev, stumbled. Alex slipped to the floor, and Riley felt his breath catch at the blood on his chest and his wide, sightless eyes.

He moved toward Alex, mind racing, He had agreed to this. How had he agreed to this?

Anton’s portal vanished.

“Move!” a new voice cried out.

Riley jerked to the side, and a young woman rushed into the now-crowded cell. Her thick, dark hair fell over her face as she dropped to her knees beside Alex. She raised her hands over him, almost touching the wound in his chest.

It wasn’t his first time seeing Tala work. He knew a thin membrane would form around the affected area—in this case, Alex’s entire body—and how it would shift slightly as Tala’s powers began to activate.

After several seconds, the blood on Alex’s sweatshirt began to disappear as if reabsorbed back into the wound on his chest. Then the wound disappeared, the fabric mending itself in a blink of an eye. Alex’s eyes snapped open, and a gasp ripped through his once airless lungs.

“Stop!” he shouted, jerking up into a sitting position, his hands reaching out as if to shield himself.

He blinked, surprised.

“What just happened?” he asked. “Dana…Warp?”

“We’ve attracted enough attention,” Rev said.

Riley looked up to see the big, tattooed inmate pull himself to stand. He frowned as if concerned. 

But before he could respond, Riley felt a hand latch on his arm. He turned to see Alex focusing all his attention on him.

“Riley,” he said. “What the fuck is going on here?”

What could he say to that? Hell, how could he even speak with all that energy from before still buzzing through his veins? Better to run or even fight if just to give him some kind of outlet.

But no, he needed to stay calm.

“We don’t have time,” he replied, keeping his voice steady. “I’ll fill you in at dinner.”

“Dinner?” Under less serious circumstances, the expression on his face would have been comical.

Then, a blazing siren filled the air, causing everyone to jump.

“Guess they noticed!” Joe said, nodding to Riley. “See you back at the cell. You better move fast.”

With that, he darted off, which didn’t exactly indicate loyalty. Hell, Anton hadn’t even made an appearance, probably heading back to his cell once his portal had dropped.

But despite their actions, Riley knew they would stick by him. After all, he could provide what they wanted more than anything else.

Tala moved to her feet, casting a sympathetic glance in Alex’s direction before looking at Riley.

“I need to go,” she said.

“You do,” he agreed.

Tala shot out of the cell like an arrow. She had the most space to cross and little time to do it. 

Not that any of them had much time.

“Right.” Riley reached down and helped Alex to his feet. “We need to get you changed. And fast.”

“Changed?” Alex replied. “What does that…”

He looked around, probably getting a good look at his surroundings for the first time. At the cramped prison cell, dominated by a set of bunk beds and a desk. At Cassandra, who was almost tall enough to meet Alex eye to eye at full height. And at the fact that everyone wore bright orange jumpsuits. 

Alex spun on Riley. “Riley, did you bring me to prison?”

“Better than being dead.” He nodded to Cassandra. “Get him changed.”

“I’ll do my best,” she replied.

A siren cut through the air, drowning out Alex’s response. And Riley moved, jumping outside and into the cellblock, a two-story structure lined with tiny two-or three-person cells. No guards were present, only inmates, and most were making their way to their designated spots. He ran to the stairs, feeling the metal shake beneath him, then swung to the cell directly to his left, where Joe stood behind the bars.

“Just in time, bud,” he said. “No wake-up call for you.”

As if to emphasize his point, a few seconds after Riley stepped over the threshold, the door whirled shut behind him. He sighed in relief and leaned forward, resting his forehead on the bars.

Like most Forger kids, Riley grew up knowing only the vaguest details of Forger Correctional Facilities. According to his mother, they were places for people who had done “very bad things” and had to be sent “far away from anyone they might hurt.” Every Forger community had small holding cells for minor offenses, and there were a handful of places for people with dangerous abilities. 

For everyone else, there was The Brick.

Joe stuck his left arm out through the bars. Riley straightened up and followed suit, angling his arm so his wristband was clearly displayed.

It was a sizable piece of tech, four to five inches long and wide enough to house a screen that powered on as Riley leveled his arm. Text began to fill the screen:

Riley Simmons. Inmate: 125X-71. Length of Stay…

He had thought it stupid at first. Why the hell did the prisoners need all that identifying information? He didn’t need a reminder about how long he had been here, and his time was only a fraction when compared to others.

But, of course, the tech wasn’t for them. It was for the guards. How else would they keep track of them?

“Wrists out!” a robotic voice announced outside Riley’s door.

He dutifully stretched out his arm just in time for a black-clad figure to approach his and Joe’s cell. If he had to guess, he would say this was a woman. Not that he had much to go on. Like the rest of the guards, she wore identical black uniforms that were just as baggy as the inmate’s garb.

But of course, what was most dehumanizing was the mask, a curved, almost gas-masklike covering, complete with tinted goggles. Riley secretly thought it made them look like robots. The kind that would coldly gun you down in old sci-fi movies.

The guard stepped forward to reveal a wristband of her own. It was similar, albeit not identical, to Riley’s and that of the other inmates. She waved it in front of Riley’s, and his information transferred wirelessly. She did the same to Joe’s, then moved on.

“Well, now,” Joe said once she was far enough away. “That was interesting. How did your buddy take it?”

“Honestly?” Riley let out a sigh. “I think he’s gonna be pissed.”
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“It’s disorienting, isn’t it?”

No shit. 

I shook my head to clear the mess of thoughts running through my mind, only to end up dizzy. I turned to the dark-haired woman, then blinked.

Christ, she was tall. Older too, with an angular face and thin frame. Maybe too thin.

What had she just said?

“Tala’s powers,” she continued. “They can be a bit disorienting.”

Tala, right. I remembered the woman from before. Had that been after I had fallen? Of course, that had been in Dawn’s kitchen, so how did I get here? And where the hell was Dawn?

Had she been crying?

“She can reverse time in small pockets,” the woman continued. “Which, given your recent circumstances, benefits you greatly.”

My eyes widened. “Holy shit, I—”

“Died,” she said. “For about a minute.”

I ran my hands down my face as if wiping away the event. “It’s just…wouldn’t I remember something like that?”

“Not necessarily. Thanks to Tala, you were never shot, never killed, so your mind is struggling to deal with that. You’ll remember the event, but the details will escape you, feeling more like a story you heard rather than a lived experience.” She smiled sadly. “It is a kindness, in its own way.”

“What about others? My girlfriend, she was there—”

The woman’s face creased in sympathy. “I’m sorry, but she will have no knowledge of how the past has changed. In her eyes, you died today, and your body was stolen.”

“Then I need to tell—”

“You can’t do that. Not here.”

“What does that mean?”

In response, she paused and looked down at the electronic band across her forearm. Information flashed across the screen. A matching band now sat on my own wrist. 

“I’m sorry, Alex,” she said. “But this isn’t like the prisons your kind is used to. Riley will explain everything, I promise.”

My kind? What the hell did that mean?

“Where am I?” I asked, frustration leaking into my voice.

“The Northwest Forger Correctional Facility,” she replied. “More commonly known as The Brick.”

A Forger prison? As she spoke, I followed her gaze to where a handful of guards in creepy-ass masks continued to check people’s wristbands. Given the number of inmates, there weren’t many correctional officers, meaning the process wasn’t going all that fast. As for the prisoners, they each reacted in their own way. Some looked bored, others annoyed, some anxious.

Quite a few of them looked at me.

Forgers, all of them. I knew, in theory, that many people counted themselves as members of this strange, secretive group of empowered bloodlines. Hell, they had whole communities tucked around the world from how Riley told it. But I was used to seeing them in pairs. To be surrounded by so many at once…

“What am I even doing here?” I asked. “What kind of a prison is this? And who are you?”

“That’s a lot of questions,” she said with a small smile.

“Wouldn’t you ask the same ones if you were in my shoes?”

“Very likely.” She glanced up at the camera outside of the cell, frowned, then turned her back to it.

“According to Mitch, that’s one of the broken ones. It’s why we chose my cell to bring you over.” She shook her head. “You asked me what kind of prison this is. It actually serves a lot of functions. When someone commits a crime in Forger society, it’s not like we can just turn them over to the outsider police. As a result, pretty much everyone ends up at one of these locations. It doesn’t matter if you’re guilty of a financial crime or a violent offense. Everyone ends up at the same places.”

“That sounds like a recipe for disaster.” I looked over the handful of masked guards. “Why are there so few of them?”

“No one wants to work at The Brick,” the woman replied. “It’s never been a popular job and tends to attract the desperate. Still, it’s not the guards that keep us here, but cameras and the barrier.”

It wasn’t until it was my turn to speak that I realized I had been clenching my jaw. Not that I was mad at her. At least this woman was answering my questions. 

No, my frustration was directed toward a different source.

“Listen,” she said. “I know that you’re upset. Anyone would be in your shoes. But your brother—”

“Why did he bring me here?” I raised my voice.

She gave me a wary look before continuing. “Two reasons. The first was to save your life.”

“And the second?”

Before she could respond, a loud buzz rang out through the cellblock. The barred door whirled open, and when I looked up, I could see that the same thing had happened to the rest of the cells.

“I meant what I said before about there not being many guards. They might not even recognize you as a new face. That’s why Riley gave you that.”

She gestured to the device on my wrist. It reminded me of the armbands that some people used to hold their phones while out for a run.

Everyone had one here. Even the guards.

“It’s your ticket to blending in,” she continued. “Contains a month’s worth of vitals, satellite data for your comings and goings throughout The Brick, even how many times you’ve taken a shower. Of course, that won’t stop the questions.”

She glanced out the cell door to see orange-clad inmates emerge into the common area. A handful glanced my way.

“Do not trust any of them outside of Riley’s team. The guards don’t just depend on cameras; they have plants within the prison population to help cover their many blind spots. But regardless of who they might report to, some will approach you right away.”

“Just what I needed.” I shook my head. “What are my options?”

She spread out her hands in front of her. “You can stay in here and wait for them to question you one by one. Or you can join the rest of us for a truly atrocious dinner.”

“I mean, what are my options for getting out?”

“For that, you need to talk to Riley.”

The woman (who introduced herself as Cassandra) knew her way to the dining hall, which just happened to lead us down a set of stairs and by my brother’s cell.

Brother. Yeah, that didn’t sound right. A brother or sibling was someone who stood by you through thick and thin. Riley was…

We were technically blood-related, but it wasn’t as if we had ever talked about it. Before we could delve into things, Riley had disappeared, looking for the person who could help me control my powers.

Unfortunately, instead of Riley, a very different man stepped out of his cell.

He wasn’t what anyone would call a looker. Tall and skinny, with a large nose and pale skin. His hairline, some form of blond or brown, had receded so far that I felt myself reach up to check my own. His age was hard to clock, but I’d put him in his 40s. He let out a stretch as he left his cell.

“Phew, that was quite a close call.” He nodded in my direction. “Outsider.”

I blinked, recognizing him as one of the men who had pulled me out of Dawn’s kitchen. Someone responsible for saving my life. Someone I should be damn thankful toward.

But there was something about the flat tone of his voice when he said the word “outsider.”

“I’m Alex,” I replied, then glanced at my wrist guard. “Or Hampton, apparently.”

“I’m gonna go with Alex.” He pivoted to Cassandra. “We going to dinner?”

“Right,” she replied. “And Riley?”

“Mess hall. Seems like no one got that good a look at what happened, but some picked up on the fact that he was part of it. He went on ahead.”

The three of us made our way through the prison block and down a hallway. During that time, we were approached by two individuals, one that Joe managed to brush off. Another stopped talking once she saw a nearby camera. This drew attention to one of the questions that had been stuck in the back of my mind since I first realized I was in a prison. 

Why was The Brick co-ed?

We stepped into a large cafeteria that reminded me a bit of high school, only where the food selection there had been terrible for you, it was at least palatable. After grabbing a dish of some lumpy protein, starch, and veggies that looked nowhere near as appetizing as the pizza Dawn and I had been planning on eating, we sat at a table occupied by a dark-haired woman. I blinked when I realized it was Tala.

“Grub time,” Joe said, slamming his tray next to Tala.

“Hello, Alex,” Tala said with a small smile. “It’s nice to officially meet you.”

“I can’t say that I disagree,” I replied, unable to control my frustration. “Where’s Riley?”

“Talking with Rev, I think?” 

“Who’s—”

“What do you think of the place?” Joe asked, depositing a spoonful of potatoes in his mouth.

“It seems like hell,” I snapped, then returned to Tala. “Did Riley say he was going to be back soon? I really need to talk to him.”

“Don’t worry, outsider. Your precious Riley will be back soon,” Joe replied. “Rev’s just a bit of a worrier.”

“Why—”

A new figure stepped up to my right. I could sense the fucking anticipation coming off him even without looking at his face.

“What,” I snapped, hoping my tone of voice would be enough to put the guy off.

Only he didn’t move.

I turned, more than ready to get up in someone’s face if they decided to push me at the wrong moment. But there was something about him that gave me pause. In defiance of my least favorite teachers in high school, I had never ended up behind bars, so I had a stereotypical image of what a prison inmate should look like.

This wasn’t it.

Even from a seated position, I could tell this guy was five and a half feet tall at the most, although that was somewhat negated by the fact that he had had some muscle on him. And on top of that, while the word “pretty” isn’t usually one I’d used to describe men, I’d bet this twenty-something guy heard that a lot. His face had clearly never seen a zit, his overlong black hair practically falling into his dark, east Asian eyes. He narrowed them in my direction.

“What?” I asked.

“The boss wants to know how you got in here.”

That question came from one of the guys behind him, who fit that prison stereotype a lot better. Tall, lots of muscles, neck tattoos. I immediately cast him as the dumb enforcer type. Not who I wanted to talk to right now.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, annoyance leaking into my voice.

“Bullshit.” That came from another one of the big guys. This one looked so similar to Neck Tattoos that I didn’t bother to give him a proper once-over.

My jaw clenched, and the faultlines in the room began to flare up. I could see all the cracks in the floor, the shitty wiring in the ceiling, and the old injuries on the people around me. I swallowed, knowing now wasn’t the time to lose control.

But who could blame a guy for getting upset in this situation?

“The boss here said that you just appeared, right before the dinner rush,” Neck Tattoos continued. “That the Russian brought you in.”

“Sounds like quite a story,” I replied.

“You were covered in blood.”

That came from the shorter guy, who spoke with a noticeable yet understandable accent. When I met his gaze, he shrugged.

“Seems like the blood is gone now.” He glanced at Tala. “Almost like you got some help. We could talk—”

Thunk! The sound of a plastic tray hitting the table filled the air, and I looked next to me to see a dark-haired man with a neatly trimmed beard. After sliding into his seat with an almost cat-like grace, he reached for his napkin and tucked it onto his lap. With a second napkin, he began to clean his spoon. He glanced up and met “the boss’s” gaze with a slow, steady one of his own.

And I swear that the temperature in the room dropped a few degrees.

I watched as the short guy clenched his fists, turned around, and left. Neck Tattoos looked back at me, with fury in his eyes.

“This conversation isn’t over,” he said. A line that was so cliché that part of me wanted to laugh. 

The larger part was just pissed.

“What the hell was that?” I asked.

“That was Sung-woo,” Cassandra replied. “Had I known he would approach you so soon, I would have encouraged you to deal with him with a gentler hand.”

“Right. Let me guess.” I rolled my eyes. “He’s the most dangerous person in here.”

“It depends on how you measure that sort of them.” Cassandra glanced at the newest arrival out of the corner of her eye.

“Alex, this is Anton,” Tala said. “It was his portal that brought you here.”

“Da,” Anton said and then began to dig into his meal, which somehow looked more appealing than the rest of ours despite being the same damn food. And who had given him a second napkin?

It was then that I caught sight of someone familiar. Riley, chatting up another one of those big tatted-up guys across the room. 

“Thank god,” I muttered. 

I moved to my feet, crossed the cafeteria in long, swift strides, making a beeline toward Riley, my hands suddenly itching to grab my stupid brother’s throat and throttle him.

The big guy he was talking to must have sensed my intention because he stepped between us.

“Whoa, son,” he said, raising a hand. “Why don’t we take a moment.”

I paused, looking at the guy in front of me. He would have looked quite at home with Sung-woo’s goons, even if he was noticeably older—probably in his early fifties. He was white, with his hair shaved down to a prickly fuzz. Both arms were covered in full sleeves of tattoos. Probably someone I shouldn’t mess with.

Too bad I wasn’t feeling smart.

“Listen,” I said, dropping my voice low. “I’m not your son, and I don’t have a moment. What I need to do is talk to Riley.”

His eyebrows shot straight to his hairline in response. Before he could say anything, Riley stepped forward.

“It’s okay, Rev,” he said, pushing past him. “I can explain all of this.”

“You sure as hell better,” I replied, voice rising.

“Listen,” Rev said, “This isn’t the best place.”

“Oh, I get it,” Riley replied.

He looked upward, and I had enough presence of mind to follow his gaze. It lingered on a security camera that was rotating away from us.

“Listen,” Riley said, positioning his back to the camera. “I know this sucks, but it’s all part of a plan.”

“Whose plan?”

“You know.” He dropped his voice.

I blinked, the implication in his words clear. Because there was only one fucker I knew who would set up a plan that involved me getting shot and brought back to life in a Forger prison.

Forecaster. My father. 

“I’m going to kill him,” I said.

“You might get the chance soon enough,” Riley replied, sticking his hands in his pockets with his trademark nonchalance. 

It drove me nuts.

“Okay,” I said. “When?”

Riley glanced up at the camera again. Once he saw it was pivoting away, he began again. “Several months back, you said you needed help fixing your powers. This is where you can do that.”

Pausing, I took a moment to glance around the room at the dozens of people in orange jumpsuits. Several sets of eyes pointed in my direction.

“Here?” I asked.

“Here. Once things are taken care of, we’re gone.” He looked to Rev. “All of us.”

“How long should that take?”

“A couple of weeks.” 

“A couple…” I shook my head. When I spoke next, my voice was low. “Riley, Dawn just watched me die. My sisters are going to find out next. Do you know what you’ve done?”

He dropped his gaze. “I know, and I am sorry.”

The faultlines around me flared. My hands curled into fists involuntarily. It took all my willpower to stop myself from clocking the guy right in the face, consequences be damned. 

Because now was not the right time for this.

Warp was still at large and doing God knows what. Dawn had just decided to reveal her secret identity so she could testify in the upcoming SynergyCorp trial. I might only be here for a couple of weeks, but damage was going to be done.

The question was, how much?
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Four Months Later




Well, that could have gone better.

I glanced over the messy floor of the bodega. The scattered chip bags were one thing. The shattered bottles another. As an Actual, I did my best to keep the property damage to a minimum. You quickly learned that while some people were just happy for the help, others couldn’t help but see the dollar signs.

And now they knew where to send the bill.

“Thank you so much! I honestly don’t know what I would have done without you!” 

The elderly woman took my gloved hands in her age-marked ones. A smile lit up her face, and I felt something tug within my chest. But before it could blossom into something more, it settled back down again.

But she didn’t need to see that.

“I’m glad I was close by,” I said, forcing some cheer into my voice. “How long have these guys been bothering you?”

I nodded to the two men who lay on the floor groaning, one covered in the spilled drink.

“Oh, weeks!” she said. “The hooligans come in, steal something, and leave. I’ve called the cops, but they’re not fast enough.”

My attention was drawn back to the mess. “I wish it could have been a little neater.”

“Oh, that’s okay. Your new sidekick seems…well, a little green.”

“He’s not—”

“But we all need to start somewhere!”

She gestured across the store to where Noel stood, shoulders slumped. It was the only outward sign of his shame. That mirrored mask completely disguised his facial expression.

“Hey, you know to be careful about the other people who wear…” I gestured to my face.

“Oh yes,” she replied. “I know all about the masks. But he’s different! Why else would you have taken him on as your sidekick?”

“He’s not my sidekick.”

“But my cousin said—”

“I’m sure your cousin meant well. But that’s not the case. He just helps me out from time to time.”

“Oh.” She leaned in close. You may want to consider taking him on. He could use some pointers.”

Across the bodega, Noel’s shoulders slumped even lower.

I shook my head and headed toward him, glancing at the duo of burglars to make sure they remained restrained on the floor. I wouldn’t blame them for trying to bolt before the cops arrived. But first, I wanted to chat with my new “sidekick.”

“I’m so sorry,” Noel said. “I swear, I just wanted to help.”

“It’s fine. Trust me, I understand.”

“But I made such a mess.”

That you did…

“It happens,” I replied. “And Mrs. Santiago isn’t upset. Your powers…they just have complications.”

That was an understatement. Several months ago, Noel’s powers had been “awakened,” a process that wasn’t supposed to be possible past puberty. And if anything, his experience afterward was a good argument for why things should stay that way. Noel could control the gravity in a given space, turning up to down and back again with just the snap of his fingers. And that made him a formidable opponent. But now that he was trying to forge his own path, there were some new things he needed to worry about.

Like property damage.

“Yeah.” He hesitated before speaking again. “You know, I know it sounds silly, but the thing she said about sidekicks—”

A sharp, quick siren filled the air, drawing everyone’s attention toward the front window, including one of the burglars who tried to scramble to his feet.

“You should go, Scales,” I said, making my way forward.

“But Hikari—”

“Go,” I repeated, voice firm.

Noel turned away, heading toward the back door. While I didn’t like to bark orders at anyone, I had an agreement with the BCPD that allowed me to operate within city limits under specific circumstances. Noel was another story. It wasn’t smart for him to stick around. And I could no longer slip off unnoticed.

The second I slipped outside, I was immediately swamped by reporters. 

“Dawn? What happened in there?”

“Were you helping the police?”

“What are your thoughts on the upcoming SynergyCorp trial?”

My powers came with plenty of unique benefits. I was, strange as it was to admit, a reality warper, able to take on a wide variety of powers and abilities by using forms. That didn’t make me all-powerful. I only had so much energy I could pull from. Plus said powers were limited by the forms I had been able to develop over the past couple of years. Each came with its own perks, including the fact that it was much easier to be upbeat when I was Hikari.

God knows it came in handy as of late.

“Oh, it’s just your run-of-the-mill robbery,” I replied. The police will take care of it from here. And Margaret, you know I can’t answer that one.”

The last reporter let out a chuckle. “You can’t blame me for asking!”

I can, and I do; I couldn’t help but think. Of course, on the outside, my face was frozen into a smile. Being greeted by reporters was a new wrinkle in my life, but setting your sights on the biggest company in Bailey City was bound to attract some attention. The type of attention that liked to follow you around. Two years ago, when I had been known as “the kidnapped girl,” this level of interest had made me want to never leave my house again. But now, with the help of Hikari’s form, I had learned how to take things in stride.

More or less.

As I made my way through the small gathering of reporters, I saw Detective Bronson, standing across the street, leaning up against her car.

“Hey! Hey! I want to talk to you.”

A hand latched around my wrist in an iron-like grip. I pulled back, the impulse to respond with my full strength almost overwhelming. But I couldn’t give in to that. As Dawn, it was nothing to write home about, but as Hikari, I could do severe damage.

Damage that wasn’t appropriate here.

I mentally prepared myself for the sight I knew was coming and held in a sigh as I turned to the new figure. He was dressed in a rumpled suit, his tie loosened, the scent of alcohol on his breath. 

A fresh one.

There were benefits and drawbacks to being approached by someone just laid off from SynergyCorp, as opposed to someone unemployed for a stretch of time. I was less likely to get a carefully prepared speech. At the same time, there was something uncomfortable about the rawness that came from someone whose life had just been ripped away.

I knew the feeling all too well.

“Hey,” he said. “They took away my job because of you. I have a kid, you know? How the hell am I gonna feed my kid without a job?”

“I’m sorry, sir,” I replied. “But I can’t talk—”

“You’re sorry?” He pushed forward. “Sorry doesn’t change the fact that I don’t have a job right now. I still have student loans. And a mortgage. And a car payment. How am I going to pay for those?”

“Sir?” I heard a familiar voice say. “Sir!”

“Why did you have to drag everything out like that? You’re an Actual. You have superpowers. Didn’t you think about how this would impact the rest of us?”

“Sir, back down!”

Some would say that it was the authority in her voice that did it. Between that and the badge, it was enough to make the man stop and listen. But I knew the truth. Detective Bronson was just as empowered as I was, albeit in a less flashy way.

“Sir, Hikari cannot discuss the details of an upcoming trial,” Amanda Bronson said, blue eyes focused on his. “I’m going to need you to back off.”

The former SynergyCorp employee didn’t “back off” as much as he deflated, all righteous strength leaving his limbs. His head dipped down, and the look of defeat on his face made me want to comfort him. Instead, the detective reached for me, guiding me away just as tears began to form in his eyes. I felt guilt twist in my chest.

There was some truth in what he had said. I had received my powers from his former employer, SynergyCorp. But I had chosen to become an Actual to help my city and its people. And while this man clearly didn’t like me, he just as clearly needed help.

What did it mean to turn my back on him?

Minutes later, I sat in the passenger side seat of Detective Bronson’s old car. She took her place behind the wheel and shut the door, perhaps a little harder than necessary.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” she said, a stiffness in her voice.

“You don’t sound fine.”

“Yeah, well, neither do you.”

Touché…

“Do you wish I had never told you?” I asked after a moment. “That you’re empowered.”

She shook her head. “It’s better this way. There are ethical things to consider when someone can’t say no to you.” She paused to tighten her hands on the wheel. “At the same time, it was nice when I assumed that people respected me.”

“Some people can,” I said. “Say no, I mean. It just takes effort.”

“You’re telling me.” She looked over the small group of reporters. “Christ, I hope this gets better after the trial.”

I glanced out the window as she spoke. A photographer raised a camera to take one last photo of my departure. 

People’s reactions to my “coming out” as an Actual had been mixed. Some people respected me for it. Unlike other Actuals, I hadn’t been forcibly unmasked. They appreciated my honesty and transparency, which increased their trust in me even more.

But that wasn’t everyone.

If you’d asked your average person if a company should be able to get away with what SynergyCorp did, most people would rightfully be aghast at the idea. At least until they realized that the pharmaceutical company was the largest employer in Bailey City.

SynergyCorp had been exposed for their crimes months ago, and the consequences had been catastrophic to their stock, resulting in multiple rounds of layoffs and delaying important projects. And by important projects, I meant life-changing medicine.

As more and more consequences began to impact the people of Bailey City, chatter began to build. Why should everyone suffer for something only “a handful of people” committed? According to the SynergyCorp CEO, Anthony Gallagher, Project Regen was a pet project of the COO, Joseph Barron, with most “important” people somehow ignorant of the multiple expensive, fully staffed facilities, including one hidden in the side of a mountain. Bailey City was so intertwined with SynergyCorp. Was it even a good idea for them to suffer for their actions when regular people would inevitably be impacted? Eventually, there was one question that everyone seemed to come around to:

What is she so upset about? She has powers now, right? 

I was, by nature, not an angry person. But that didn’t mean that I never lost my temper. And every time someone brought that point up, regardless of what form I was in, part of me wanted to reach out and shake them.

Because they hadn’t been there. SynergyCorp had murdered my friends and burned the bodies. They didn’t understand what it was like to watch my ex-boyfriend, Mark, slowly lose himself every time he used his powers, leaving him as an emotionless husk of his former self. They refused to comprehend what it was like to have been experimented upon, to have my bones broken and knit together again and again, knowing nothing I could say would stop it. To SynergyCorp, we were not human beings but steps toward their goal.

Other people didn’t know what it was like to deal with the fallout. How my time in SynergyCorp had filled me with fear, even when I couldn’t remember the specifics. They didn’t understand how hard it had been to face those fears. And the painful thing was, they didn’t understand because they chose not to.

Diego had, more than once, tearfully told the world about watching his twin sister being burned alive. And people had made all the appropriate sympathetic noise, but the second our story began to inconvenience them, all that sympathy went away. And then, the excuses.

“It’s a good thing we ran into each other,” Amanda said and then added, catching my look, “Well, it’s not good that a crime was committed.”

“At least it wasn’t a mask,” I replied.

“True, and I was meaning to text you anyway. The chief wants to meet with you tomorrow. Do you have time?”

Of course I have time, I took a break from school to prioritize this trial, a voice in my mind said.

But out loud, I replied. “About anything in particular?”

“Just going over a few things. Are you free around noon?

“Sure, I’ll swing by.”

There must have been something in my voice because I caught a look out of the corner of Amanda’s eyes that made my stomach clench.

“Listen,” she said. “I know you have a lot going on right now. If you ever needed to talk—”

“That’s kind of you to offer, but I’m fine.”

“Dawn—”

“You can let me out here.”

At first, I thought she was going to protest. But then she sighed, pulled over to the side of the road, and unlocked the doors.

“I’ll see you tomorrow then,” I said before opening the door and almost immediately launching myself to the sky.

I heard gasps around me as I did, something that had once filled me with joy but now left me cold. I landed on a nearby building, considered switching forms, and decided against it. Hikari was one of my most emotionally stable forms, after all.

I had been rude to Amanda, but I knew why she pried. I was a key witness in an upcoming trial. Looking after me was part of her job. Plus, we had been working together for a while now. Had even become friends.

But what else was I supposed to say?

How are you, Dawn? Are you okay?

Those questions were never said with ill intent. If someone you loved was going through a bad patch, you wanted to help them. But grief was an inconvenience. To respond honestly would unearth a level of pain that no one was prepared to deal with at the drop of a hat. At first, the sympathy wasn’t terrible. It was nice to know that others cared. But over time, the insistence, unintended or not, that I expose my pain was too much. Especially now when everyone was clearly hoping that I was “better.”

Because I wasn’t. Months ago, Alex had died in my arms, and I had slipped in his blood trying to stop the monsters who had stolen his body. Asking me how I was doing took me back there. It was like a tear existed inside of me, and every time someone brought it up, that tear widened, the act of remembering growing more painful instead of less.

It was easier to say I was fine.
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Christ, she was beautiful.

Had always been beautiful. It was something I noticed the moment I had run into her, quite literally, on the street, her hands gripping a bag from Northwest Comics.

Since then, I had seen so many different versions of her. Shy, insecure Dawn, afraid to face the demons of her past. Brave, heroic Dawn dressed in Hikari’s red and black. Kind, supportive Dawn, everything I could want in a girlfriend. And, of course, big nerdy Dawn with her comics and endless stream of superhero movies.

Every version of her was beautiful, including the one that stood in the middle of her kitchen next to the uncooked pizza dough.

I wanted nothing more than to gather her in my arms and kiss her.

“When do you think your mom will be back?” I asked, keeping my tone light and casual.

“Oh?” She blinked. “Not anytime soon. She and Alan wanted to go out for dinner before he has to return to Boston tomorrow.”

“Good.”

She let out a noise of surprise when she saw how close I had gotten, her mouth hanging open slightly.

“I’m just saying,” I continued. “It would be a pity not to take advantage of the empty house.”

She smiled slightly. “But what about your pizza?”

“I have a feeling it can handle the disappointment.”

I pulled her close, our lips meeting. At first softly, then escalating quickly. When we parted, I could see a redness to her cheeks that hadn’t been there before.

“I may have been convinced,” she said.

“One thing first.”

“Oh?”

She sounded disappointed, and I couldn’t blame her. Part of me didn’t want to put things off any longer than necessary, but there was the question that had been lingering in the back of my mind. In fact, with how chaotic our life tended to be, between things like Warp and SynegryCorp, part of me felt like I needed to ask her before anything else went wrong.

“Just one thing,” I said. “Steve and Michael want to rent out that second-floor apartment. And they must be desperate for income right now because they offered it to me for a very affordable price.”

Something on her face changed as she caught the meaning behind my words. “Isn’t that nice of them.”

“And I want to share it with you,” I said, and before I could regret it, I plunged forward. “Dawn, move in with me. Finish up your semester, if it’s easier, but given that the place is just down the street from your school—”

“Yes.”

“I…really? I realize that I sprang this one on you. If you need some time to think about it—”

This time, she was the one who pulled me in for a kiss. And I was all too happy to return it.

Eventually, she pulled back. “You sound a bit flustered. How unlike you.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, well, it’s important. Is it the right time? Especially with everything going on?” 

“Honestly, I couldn’t think of a better one. I feel it will be easier to face everything if we’re together.”

Which was so like her to say. It reminded me of whenever I was worried about my powers. No matter how big and impossible things felt, she always had faith in me, in us. The idea that if we stuck together, we could handle anything.

“Can’t argue with that,” I replied. “It hasn’t steered us wrong in the past.” I looked at the oven. “Also, for all I said about leaving pizza waiting, we probably shouldn’t just leave it on the counter.”

“Probably not.”

I stepped toward the pizza, shifting my attention away from the rest of the room in favor of protecting our future dinner from Dawn’s cat.

It was why I didn’t see Warp as he entered. 

Dawn’s reaction clued me in. I turned around to see the masked man standing across the room, the lighting of the Takahashi kitchen glinting off his mirrored mask.

I didn’t see the gun until it was too late.

“No!” Dawn cried.

He fired, shortening our bright future to a few seconds of shock and pain.

And then the scene shifted. I found myself staring not at Warp’s mask but the small dingy mirror near the back of my cell in The Brick. I leaned over the sink, trying to ignore the stink of the nearby toilet. Of course, the image in the mirror was almost as distracting.

It would be a lie to say that I liked what I saw. But four months at The Brick was bound to leave its mark. For all the time I spent in the gym, maintaining the size I chose took an almost obsessive level of control, which was something you couldn’t manage on The Brick’s terrible food. This left me with a still muscular but leaner look that I didn’t like the look of. 

Wasn’t fond of the dark shadows beneath my eyes either.

“Gonna get some fresh air. You coming?”

I straightened up at the voice, familiar thanks to our last four months as roommates. Rev stood in the door, hands in his pockets, a look of concern on his face.

Apparently, I looked just as bad to him.

“Yeah, fine,” I said, trying to keep myself from snapping at him.

Because it made sense that the guy would be worried. I wasn’t just his roommate, but his ticket out of here.

In theory.

We walked through the cell block, a large, open area divided into two levels. Ours was on the second, and getting to the yard required us to head down the stairs and out the side door, heading past dozens of other inmates. Some were taking naps. Others were playing cards. A fair amount just milled around.

“How are things going with Cass?” Rev asked.

I winced. “More or less the same.”

Rev’s response was cut off by an angry yelp. We looked back through the cellblock to see two inmates fully engaged in fisticuffs, one woman shoving another woman’s head into the ground. The second woman’s face was rapidly changing color and not in a “I’m running out of oxygen” way. Most people’s faces (and apparently, hands) didn’t turn bright green when being smothered.

I sometimes wondered what was worse in here. Having useless powers or no powers at all.

“In full view of the cameras, too.” Rev shook his head. “What is Sung-woo planning?”

I nodded, watching as the people close to the incident scrambled away. We turned back toward the exit. Sensing our wrist guards, a small light flashed above the door. As we pulled the now-unlocked door open, the cries of anger behind us turned into sharp yelps of pain.

We stepped outside, a sensation which, despite being here for four months, never stopped feeling anti-climactic.

I wasn’t sure what a prison yard should look like. I only knew what I saw on TV shows and movies, and those weren’t connected to the Forgers. But there were a fair few surprises at The Brick.

For one thing, the facility wasn’t one giant-ass building. It contained several structures organized in a compound. There were four cellblocks, a dining hall, a structure that held things like the library, gym, and showers, and a few buildings mainly restricted to the guards unless someone needed medical attention. Beneath my feet lay dry, cracked soil. The dead earth surrounded the buildings and watchtowers with their gatherings of security cameras. But eventually, it just ended. There were no concrete prison walls. No barbed wire. But something still kept us out of the green forests surrounding The Brick.

To understand that, you needed to look up.

The barrier, as it was called, was just barely visible to the naked eye. A slight shimmer you could catch a glimpse of when the sun hit it just the right way. Its function was as you’d expect. It kept all of us in and everything else out. And I mean everything. Rain, wind, snow. Hell, even the sunlight seemed less intense. The result was an almost perfectly sealed canister, which meant that outdoors at The Brick felt pretty much like the inside of The Brick. No fresh air. No cries of nearby wildlife. Barely any warmth from the sun.

It made me feel like I was being preserved.

“It takes some time, you know,” Rev said. “Messing with powers, that’s a serious thing. You’re doing it the right way.”

Then why did Forecaster say I’d be out of here in “a couple of weeks?”

I didn’t ask the question aloud. Rev and I had already had that conversation multiple times, and it’s not like it necessarily helped anything, either. No matter what, I was stuck in this hellhole.

So, I stayed silent and gritted my teeth.

As we turned the corner, I caught sight of a dark-haired white guy sprinting for the nearest watchtower, his bare feet scraping against the dry, dead earth. Jackson, my memory supplied. The only one with a compelling enough reason to run around here without shoes.

I watched as all twenty of his nails grew multiple inches. As always, when I saw this, Dawn’s voice whispered in my mind.

Just like Lady Deathstrike!

He leaped for the watch tower and began to climb, those tough, long nails digging into the solid surface. Before I knew it, he was almost at the top. I watched as he went for the camera, making a swiping motion with the claws on his right hand. Even from where I stood, I could see the spark from where the wires had been cut.

Jackson always left quite an impression. Before The Brick, he had been a thief and easy enough to ultimately catch. While he was plenty fast, the list of people who could leave giant claw marks on the sides of their victim’s houses is a short one, even among the Forgers.

I watched as Jackson jumped to the ground then sprinted across the yard to where another skirmish was starting.

“How long do you think that gave him?” I asked with a chuckle.

In response, the older man frowned. 

“Rev?” I asked.

“Riley’s in there.”

Blinking, I took a closer look at the fight across the yard. Several inmates had shoved a man to the ground and had begun delivering a steady stream of kicks and insults. The poor guy’s head lolled in my direction.

“Shit,” I said.

We ran with enough speed to push my overlong hair back from my face. Despite being twice my age, Rev got there first. Mostly because I let him. 

I sure as hell didn’t want to get in the way of what was coming next.

He raised both hands, and an invisible force hit the gang like a powerful wave. The ones in the back just stumbled. The ones in the front went flying into those guys. A simple but effective strategy to clear out a room.

I sprinted toward Riley to see why he wasn’t doing much to escape. A chunk of ice as big as his head had formed around his right hand, fusing him to the ground. 

Wonderful.

Rearing back, I tapped into my frustration just enough to activate my powers. I slammed my fist into the ice block, and it shattered like glass. I reached for Riley and winced when I got a closer look at his face. There was a cut over one eye.

But instead of accepting my hand, his gaze snapped to my side.

I ducked out of the way, picking up on those long-ass nails swinging in my direction. Jackson, as always, attacked not in punches but in strikes or stabbing motions, using those nails as if they were ten short but effective blades. I dodged back, remembering how those had been strong enough to hold up the body of a full-grown man.

Another whoosh filled the air, followed by Jackson being hit with one of Rev’s invisible walls. His dark eyes widened in shock before slamming into several of his buddies. They went down and scattered like bowling pins.

If there was one thing that living at the Brick had taught me, besides just how much I hated prison food, it was how complicated a fight could be when you were dealing with a large amount of empowered people. Not everyone at The Brick was empowered. In fact, it was fair to say that most people weren’t. But the fuckers that were empowered seemed to pick the most fights.

I thought I had experienced a taste of it before, facing down people like Mark and Warp’s half-trained goons. It was a little different dealing with a group of people who had been working on their powers since middle school.

One of them jumped for me and I sidestepped her blow. This was followed by a man with large, almost metallic-looking shields plastered to the front of his hands. 

Christ, I did not have the patience for this today. Reaching for my power, I ducked into the man’s guard and delivered a punishing blow to the center of his face. I felt his nose break, and he let out a cry of pain.

“Enough!” I said.

And, to my shock, everyone froze.

I turned, looking at Jackson with a scowl. “I know what this is about. But if Sung-woo wants to talk to me, this isn’t the way, you hear me?” 

Jackson pulled himself to his feet, giving me a cold, calculating look.

“Back inside,” he said.

He didn’t need to raise his voice to be heard. The rest of the group responded, picking themselves up off the ground, some with muffled moans.

I turned back to Riley and helped him to his feet.

“Thanks,” he said as the others dispersed. “I think—”

I dropped his hand. “This doesn’t fix things between us.”

With that, I turned away, heading back to the same door I had used only minutes before. The doors slid open as I did, revealing a trio of masked guards. One held a replacement camera, a sign that we had resolved things just in time.

Because those armbands, when they needed to, could produce a nasty shock, much more debilitating than a quick tussle. The fact that mine, as Cassandra had told me four months ago, was fake didn’t really erase the issue. My armband wasn’t powerless. It was why I could hide in Cassandra’s cell on day one, even though we weren’t roommates. Unfortunately, while it protected me from a considerable amount of pain, it also meant that the second the guards found out about my special armband, our little farce would be up.

Over the past few months, there have been times when I have wondered if that might be a good thing. I have even thought about turning myself in. After all, once they knew I wasn’t supposed to be in here, wouldn’t they just let me out?

When I suggested this to Cassandra, she was adamant in her response. I couldn’t tell the guards. I couldn’t reveal our plan. Forecaster had forbidden it.

I was beginning to get a little sick of what Forecaster wanted.

I stepped aside, allowing the guards to pass. I did not bother to greet them or even nod in recognition. After all, it’s not like they ever said anything back.

Once they were gone, I stepped into the hallway and, finding it empty, leaned against the wall. Inside my head was an uncomfortably familiar pulse, like the waves of the ocean pounding against the sides of my skull. I closed my eyes, trying to force the quake inside me to subside. 

After a couple of minutes, it did, leaving behind a lingering headache.

I opened my eyes and took a moment to look around the hallway, which was thankfully still empty. I had managed to pull my powers back, but doing so had put me in a vulnerable position, which, given the current situation with Sung-woo, was far from ideal.

I let out a sigh. I was in The Brick for one specific reason: fixing my powers. So why did















