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      I smile while walking down the stone corridors in Central, the underground Super community built into the walls of the Grand Canyon. I’m smiling because after a week of absolute hell, I am no longer just Maci Knight, the president’s possibly evil daughter. I am Maci Knight, Hero.

      My brother Max bumps my shoulder as we walk. Since he’s nearly seven feet tall, I almost topple to the floor. “Eventually you’ll have to stop looking at that thing and grinning like an idiot,” he says.

      I look up from the brand new Codex fastened on my left wrist and frown. “I almost died earning this thing, so I’ll smile at it all I want.”

      The Codex is a high-tech phone, tablet, and tracking device all in one thin rectangular piece of glass. It’s rounded to fit the inside of my wrist and secured by a thick black band that fits sleekly over the sleeve of my Hero suit. Only Heroes get the privilege of using the Codex. The rest of the Super people have mods, which are basically cell phones.

      I run my finger over the smooth surface, lighting up a picture of the beach on the shores of Nacameto Island, the image I saved as my wallpaper. It’s where my boyfriend, Evan Letta, lives and as close to paradise as I’ve ever been.

      Even with my gaze on my Codex, I can feel Max’s hazel eyes on me. I frown. “What?”

      He runs a hand through his short blond hair, leaving the strands in a messy pile on top of his head. “So . . . are you going to tell Dad about your master plan?”

      I shake my head. “Definitely not.”

      “If you’re successful, he’ll find out anyway.”

      “If I’m not successful, then he doesn’t need to know,” I point out.

      Max snorts. “Since when have you failed anything you’ve set your heart on?”

      I give Max a look, and his cheeks redden slightly. I’d come dangerously close to failing at the one thing I’ve wanted my entire life: to become a Hero like my brother and father before me. The night before my Hero exam, I discovered I’d been born with a twin, an anathema in the Super community. Throughout history, one Super twin has always turned villain, and since my twin sister died the day we were born, the elders worried that I might be the evil twin.

      But as it turns out, Nova has been alive this entire time. Aurora had raised her as if she were her own daughter, and set her on the mission to kill me in front of our father. Instead, Nova saved me from the depowering machine and killed Aurora. Now she’s in the wind, and even though Central has issued a kill-on-sight order, I’ve vowed to find her, no matter what. All I want is for my twin to have a chance at redemption before they kill her. She saved my life. It’s the least I can do.

      But it will be hard. All of Central has changed after the attack, and people want to hold someone accountable. Dozens of Supers were killed or injured. My dad will never be the same, and I lost the power in my right arm. But the one silver lining is that the elders have finally realized that I am worthy of being a Hero. I’m on probationary status for the next decade, meaning I only get to go on low-risk missions that don’t directly involve villains, but I’m determined to prove my worth.

      Max and I walk in silence down the rest of the corridor, taking a short cut through a narrow tunnel in a residential area. The doors to these homes are close together, meaning they’re probably small apartments like the kind my best friend Crimson has her eye on. Now that she’s twenty-one, she’s desperate to get out of her parent’s house. Can’t say I blame her. None of her family members are Heroes and that has to make for boring dinnertime stories.

      Max and I take a left into a wider corridor that spans the entire length of Central. “Whoa,” I say.

      “Tell me about it,” Max says, his jaw set.

      Dressed in gray uniforms that look like track suits, at least three dozen Retrievers walk the corridor, radios strapped to their shoulders, and looks of importance plastered on their faces. Until recently, Retrievers worked in the sub-Hero department where their duties were to transport villains to be depowered, run errands for Heroes, and stay in the shadows until they’re needed. Now that the entire world has changed, it looks like they’re on patrol.

      I glance up at Max. “I thought Crimson said they were just glorified hall monitors?”

      Max shrugs, not taking his eyes off a young Retriever who stares at us as we walk past. “They were supposed to be, but then the Elders gave them the official name of Retriever Squad and now they’re taking their jobs a little too seriously.”

      The Retriever Squad is just one of the new security measures the elders have implemented over the last three days. Central was once the most secure place in the world until Felix, the man who invented most of the security equipment, went rogue. Now Felix is on the loose and Central is struggling to repair the damage he caused. All of the mod screens have been reset, passwords wiped and recreated, emails changed.

      A woman wearing a maroon pea coat walks quickly on the other side of the corridor, her heels clicking along the polished floors. Her eyes widen when they see me, her steps faltering for a moment as she stares at my bandaged arm. News travels quickly underground. I am the first person to escape the depowering machine.

      There was a time where I wanted to be a Hero and have all of the attention that came with it. Now, I’m not so sure I like being the center of attention. It’s one thing to hear whispers and wonder if they’re talking about you. It’s another to know that they are.

      “Take a picture,” I snap. The woman gasps, looks at her shoes and keeps walking.

      “Mace, chill.” Max throws an arm around my shoulder. “People are going to stare but they’re not being rude. It’s a big deal, you becoming a Hero despite having a twin.”

      “I thought she was looking at my arm,” I say defensively as we stop in front of a white door with a red cross painted on the center of it. The word MEDICAL hovers over the door, projected onto the wall with a red laser. “And people are going to have to get used to the fact that I have twin.”

      “I’m worried about you,” Max says, grabbing the door handle and pulling open the door for me, “But whatever happens, I’ve got your back.”

      “Thanks,” I say. I seriously don’t deserve a brother as great as Max Knight.

      The medical ward is white and sterile, from the clean marble floors to the spotless glass doors. We bypass a flower shop and approach the front desk. Nurse Martha, who treated my arm, sits behind the desk, four members of the Retriever Squad standing at attention on either side of her. Grey hairs peek out from her short brown hair, seemingly more numerous than when she released me yesterday morning.

      “Maci,” she says with a warm smile, rising from her chair. “Is everything okay with your bandages?”

      “Yeah,” I say. She doesn’t need to know that these are the same bandages she applied before I was discharged over twenty four hours ago. “We’re actually here to see Dad.”

      The Retriever standing closest to her steps forward, blocking her path. His hair is shaved into a flat top, his features hard and judgmental. “President Knight is not allowed visitors.”

      “Charles, these two are his children. I think we can make an exception for them.”

      “Not to mention Heroes,” Max says, emphasizing the last word. “We’ll visit whomever we want, thanks.”

      Now all of the Retrievers step forward. “They’ll need to be patted down,” Charles says. “Leave your hooks here and you can get them when you leave.”

      “Really?” Max says, drawing himself to his full height. Power flows around him. The Retrievers stand their ground, hands hovering over the hooks attached to their belts. Retriever hooks are made of magnetic material that paralyzes power, the only surefire method for restraining a villain. The head guy even has a gun, not that a bullet would do much damage to my colossal brother. “Someone has given you guys one hell of an authority complex.”

      “Now who needs to chill?” I say, gazing sideways at Max.

      Nurse Martha wedges herself between her new body guards and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Charles, these kids aren’t a threat,” she says.

      After a long moment, Charles heaves a sigh. “Fine,” he says. I get the sense that he’d do anything Martha asks. She’s been around so long, she probably delivered him and his children in the maternity ward. He takes out his mod and swipes the screen. “But I’m sending a full report to Interim President Belmont so that he knows I didn’t violate my orders on purpose.”

      Hugo Belmont is Dad’s best friend and I like him, but I’m not exactly happy that he’s replacing my dad while he recovers, especially since he had a hand in creating the Retriever Squad.

      “Whatever makes you happy,” Max says sarcastically as he heads toward the door to our right. He turns to me. “We need to find Felix immediately so we can put a stop to this shit.”

      “Damn,” I whisper as we step into another white hallway that leads to the hospital rooms. “I’ve never seen you so pissed off.”

      Max snorts but doesn’t say anything. Now that I think about it, I’ve never seen my brother act anything other than noble, except maybe when he’s playing a video game and cursing at the television.

      Max draws in a deep breath when we reach the hospital door with Dad’s name on it. Another nurse with curly auburn hair steps out of the room next to Dad’s, holding a mod tablet and a bottle of pills. I almost expect her to forbid us from seeing Dad, but she just regards Max with an adoring grin, her pale cheeks flushing with color when he waves at her.

      “You ready for this?” Max asks me. He’s probably talking about the sight of our father wrapped head to toe in the same kind of bandages that are around my arm. I nod, but all I’m thinking about is the last few moments I spent with him, crying like crazy and hugging him tightly to me as the depowering machine sucked the power-veins from his body.

      We enter the room and my stomach twists into knots. Dad lies in a narrow bed that’s facing away from us, the back part inclined so that he’s mostly sitting up. It’s been rolled over to the window, giving him a thin rectangular view of the outside world. It’s a sunny morning and the canyons outside stretch on for miles, nothing but rocky surface below and blue skies above.

      “Martha?” Dad asks.

      “No, it’s us,” Max says. “Maci and me. Can we come in?”

      “Of course.” Dad’s voice is gravely, a touch deeper than usual. His hand lifts from the bed, motioning for us to join him. Max and I exchange worried looks. Dad’s arm is exposed flesh, shiny with some kind of thick clear substance spread all over it. As we approach the other side of the bed, I have to swallow to stop myself from recoiling in horror. Dad doesn’t have any bandages on. Instead he wears a thin plastic gown that’s sleeveless with a hem just above his knee. Dad’s eyes find mine and his lips form a smile that splits open the gash through the center of his bottom lip.

      “Hi, sweetheart,” he says. “Congratulations on your Hero status.”

      Tears form in my eyes. I draw in a breath that tastes like rubbing alcohol and look over at my brother. Max pulls a chair away from the wall, dragging it to the other side of Dad. He sits, and it’s clear that it’s an effect to keep a pleasant look on his face.

      “Hi son,” Dad says. “I’m glad you two came to see me.”

      “Of course,” I say as my voice catches in my throat. It is impossible not to gawk at the devastating result of the depowering machine: the tufts of hair that stick out from his head. The long, jagged lines where his powered veins used to be. His once handsome face is now a scene from a horror film, raw and split open, bloody gashes slicing from his head to his neck.

      “How is your arm?” Dad asks, straining to lift his head so he can see it.

      I hold my arm up for him. “It’s okay.”

      Max clears his throat. “Why aren’t you all bandaged up, too?”

      “The scarring will be less severe if they keep the wounds wet, stopping a thick scab from forming.” Dad does his best impression of a shrug, stopping when the wounds on his shoulders begin to split apart. “At least that’s what they’ve told me.” He looks over at me, smiling again. I wish he wouldn’t. I cringe every time his lips bleed. “Martha said she sent some of the same salve home with you.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure she did,” I say. I haven’t even looked inside the bag of medical supplies she gave me. I’ve had more important things to worry about than my shredded arm.

      My eyes trail down my dad’s body even though it makes my stomach hurt. From his head to the bottom of his feet, he is merely the pulp of what he used to be. A powerful man stripped of his power. Aurora may be dead, but she is still the victor of this particular battle.

      My teeth clench together. “I can’t believe that bitch did this do you.”

      Dad’s chuckle is raw. His head shakes slightly. “I want to tell you not to curse but I keep forgetting that you’re all grown up now.”

      Max leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “And so is Nova.”

      Dad’s eyes peer into mine. “I can’t believe she was alive, after all these years.”

      With delicate moves, I sit on the side of his bed, careful not to touch him. “Dad . . .” I say, glancing at Max for a second. “I don’t think she is truly evil.”

      Dad swallows. His gooey hand reaches up toward me, and then, as if thinking better of it, he rests it back on the bed. “I don’t think she is evil either.”

      I blink in surprise. Max eyes me, giving me a questioning look, probably wondering if I’ll tell Dad about my plan. But it’s just too risky. I shake my head. “I can’t believe they’re just going to kill her. Isn’t there anything you can do?”

      Dad holds his palms up. “I will try, but it’s not up to me right now. Hugo is doing the best that he can.”

      “What exactly does that mean?” I ask as waves of apprehension roll over me.

      Dad’s expression is noncommittal. “It just means that it’s complicated.”

      I consider those cryptic words for a brief moment. “So maybe she won’t have to die after all.”

      It’s part question, part statement. Dad simply shakes his head. “Nova’s fate is out of our hands. The most we can hope for is that she stays hidden until the worst of this blows over.”

      I glance at Max and he’s already staring at me, no doubt thinking the same thing. Nova better stay hidden, all right, but just until I can find her.
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      Humanity has a stench about it that isn’t found in Central. Instead of roads we have underground passageways lined with polished stone. They’re free from debris like the crushed soda can and sticky chip bag I step over as I turn onto an alleyway on the east side of King City. The odor of old garbage and decaying road kill makes it smell as if Death himself died back here. I’m not sure if it’s enough for us to save Humans’ lives every time a natural disaster happens or a villain attacks. Maybe we should form a second Hero Brigade whose sole purpose is to teach the humans how to be clean and less disgusting. I know they’ve been on Earth way longer than Supers have, but as I hold my nose and breathe through my mouth, I can’t help but wonder if we deserve the planet more than they do.

      Darkness falls over the alleyway even though it’s not yet dusk. The setting sun is blocked by the tall rundown apartment buildings on either side of me so I have to focus more on my power than my vision to lead me where I need to go. A thought runs across my mind for the millionth time since I left home a few hours ago: Is this my intuition or just hopeful thinking?

      I shake the thought away. Intuition. I can feel it in my bones, just as surely as I can feel my own heartbeat. After I left the hospital, I felt this strange magnetic pull in the pit of my stomach, a whisper of power—Nova’s power, calling to me.

      And now here I am. Standing in an alleyway between two low-income apartment complexes on the wrong side of King City, the human city above Central. The massive metropolis is an impossibly huge haystack when you’re trying to locate a needle that doesn’t want to be found.

      I take a few steps forward, following the phantom pull that keeps urging me onward until it makes me turn left and step into a side entrance of a nearby building. One pane of glass in the double doors is broken, replaced with a wilted piece of cardboard and duct tape. I pull on the handle, half expecting it to fall off at my touch. A stale smell like mold mixed with cleaning chemicals fills my lungs as I survey the small room in front of me. The light flickers overhead, illuminating two tattered arm chairs and one rickety elevator. Even as a Super, I’d rather scale the stairs than risk a ride in it.

      The ding of the elevator makes me drop into a fight stance, one hand ready to release a pair of Retriever hooks. The door grinds open, old metal gears squealing in distress. A child around eight years old steps out of the elevator, counting a few dollar bills in his hands. My chest falls and I relax until I notice the strangeness of the boy’s skin. Similar to the texture of a jellyfish, the boy’s flesh is translucent, revealing dark blue veins that run through his arms and legs. I can see the whiteness of his skull straight through his face. I take a step backward, repulsion mixed with pity roiling my stomach. I’ve never seen a human with a condition like this.

      He folds the dollar bills and shoves them deep into his pocket, looking up for the first time. Our eyes meet and he inhales a sharp breath that makes the veins in this face retract. He drops to his knees and lowers his head. “Please.”

      My head tilts to the side as I wait for him to finish his sentence, but that’s all he says. Please.

      “What are you doing?” I ask. Stepping closer, I drop to one knee to get a better look at him.

      “Please, I have no more information. Please.” His voice shakes and his entire body trembles. I reach out and touch his shoulder which makes him flinch beneath my grasp.

      “What the hell?” I whisper as a soft current of power flows from his body and into mine. But there’s no way. Humans don’t have power. “Stand up,” I demand, rising to my feet. He does what I say, keeping his head lowered, his gaze on the floor. “Who are you?”

      “I am a waste of life,” he says as his hands tug at the bottom of his dirty T-shirt. “I am not worthy of a name.”

      “Who told you that?” I say.

      Now he looks up at me. “You did.”

      “You’re wrong. No child is a waste of life.” I stare at him as he watches me in confusion. I would never call him such a horrible thing . . . but I know someone who probably would. “Did I have blonde hair when I told you that?”

      He nods. My teeth grind together. “Where are your parents?” For all I know, they could be secretly harboring Nova.

      “Mom is at work,” he says. “I am waiting for her to get home.”

      “Where’s your dad?”

      He blinks several times, his forehead creasing like he doesn’t understand anything I’m saying. He bites his lower lip in hesitation.

      “Do you have a dad?” I ask in my most friendly child voice. I think of Evan, who lost his father when he was a kid and my heart aches. “It’s okay if you don’t. A lot of people don’t have dads.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t you remember? You killed him.”
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      Power sizzles beneath my chest, creating tangible waves of energy in the air around me. The flickering fluorescent light bulb above shatters into tiny bits of glass.

      “Where is she?” I say through clenched teeth, trying to calm myself. The more my anger builds, the faster my power might take down more pieces of this building.

      The boy’s teeth chatter, his frail body shuddering with each breath. I lower myself to his eye level. “You are not in any harm. But you must take me to the girl who killed your father. That wasn’t me. That was my twin sister.”

      He nods slowly and turns around, pressing the call button next to the elevator. When we step inside, he chooses the button for the top floor. I lean against the wall and concentrate on breathing slowly enough to keep my power level dulled beneath my skin; any skilled Supers would know I’m coming from a mile away. Also, I’d like to prevent the elevator from suffering the same fate as that fluorescent light bulb.

      The elevator halts to a shuddering stop that has me preparing to grab the boy and hold him should the cables snap, sending us on a fourteen-story free fall. But the doors swing open revealing a carpeted hallway that branches off into two apartment doors. Somehow the garbage smell is intensified on this floor. The boy takes my hand and another zap of power flows like static electricity from his tiny fingers into mine.

      He walks me to the door on the right, apartment 14B. “She’s in there,” he whispers, dropping my hand and bolting across the dingy floor, seeking refuge in apartment 14A. I bite my bottom lip and stare at the wooden door in front of me. My mind goes wild with thoughts of what could be beyond this tiny barrier between me and my twin. This started out as a rescue mission. Now I might be walking into a war zone.

      Wrapping my bandaged hand around the brass doorknob, I twist it to the right, so hard the lock breaks. The door creaks open, revealing a loft-style apartment with a threadbare plaid couch shoved against one corner and a small wooden chest that doubles as a coffee table. A rectangle of dust outlines where the television used to hang on the wall but now it’s in pieces on the floor. Adjacent to a small dining table is a mattress, filthy and sunken in the middle, two pillows tossed on the floor.

      The stench is unbearable. I hold a hand over my nose and breathe into the fabric of my sleeve. The apartment is mostly dark, the only illumination coming from a single lamp in the corner of the room. It’s missing a lampshade so the bulb blasts yellowish light in all directions.

      A small flicker of power emanates from that part of the room—the same power I felt all the way down in Central. That’s when I see my twin sister, slumped on the floor, her back leaning against the wall. She wears the black body suit she had on the day we fought each other in the Atrium, only now the hooded part has been torn off.

      Her head rests against her left shoulder, her face hidden behind a mess of tangled white blonde hair. Her hands, bloodied and covered in dirt, rest in her lap. If my chest wasn’t tingling with the essence of her power, I’d assume she was dead.

      I step inside the apartment and close the door behind me. “Nova?” I ask gently as I walk toward her, hand hovering over my Retriever hooks. She doesn’t say anything, doesn’t look up or acknowledge me, but her chest rises and falls in measured breaths. “Nova, it’s me. It’s Maci.” I kneel beside her and place my hand on her shoulder.

      Minutes pass.

      And then a blast of power throws me back several feet. My shoulder slams into a coat rack, sending it crashing to the floor. I catch myself against the wall and spin around, coming face to face with my sister. She stands with her feet crookedly spaced apart, hands in tight fists at her sides. Her chest heaves with ragged breaths and waves of her power hit me like the thrust of a jet engine.

      “What are you doing here?” Her voice is a seething slur. She tosses her head to clear the tangle of hair from her eyes. “Did they send you to kill me?”

      I shake my head. “No one sent me. But they are coming for you.”

      Her hands unclench. “Let them.” She takes a deep breath stares at the peeling wallpaper. “Let them find me and kill me.”

      “I don’t want you dead.”

      She lets out a short breath. “I deserve to die.”

      “Maybe,” I acknowledge, thinking of what she did to that boy’s father. “But you might also deserve a chance.” I kick the coat rack out of the way and take another tentative step closer.

      Nova lowers her gaze to the floor. “No, I don’t. I’m a murderer. A monster.”

      Now we’re getting somewhere. Redemption. I know it’s buried inside of her, I just have to dig it out. I tilt my head, trying to look into her eyes while she’s observing a black stain on the floor. “That wasn’t your fault. It was Aurora’s. She’s the villain, not you.”

      She shakes her head. “The Heroes will kill me. I broke the highest Hero law. I killed people.”

      “Did you want to kill or did Aurora make you?” I worry my bottom lip. All of my hope lies in her answer.

      Nova looks up but her hazel eyes, so like mine, are far away. “I hated every second of it. Mom—Aurora, promised me it would get easier with practice.” She swallows hard and shakes her head. “When I killed that guy in Central, it didn’t feel easy. He had a wedding ring on his finger. That means he had a wife, and probably a family.”

      Chills slide up my arms. She’s talking about the murder that Aurora tried to frame me for last week. I open my mouth then close it. I want to tell her I’m sorry but that would lessen the reality of what she’s done.

      Nova’s voice turns to ice as she meets my gaze. “I killed him, but you know what?”

      “What?” I ask.

      In one swift motion, she grabs a butter knife off an end table next to the couch and plunges it directly into her heart. I scream as the knife pierces her between her ribs, the blade stopping only when the fist clutching the handle collides with her chest.

      Her shoulders fall and she releases the knife. The metal slowly slides back out as if a ghost were pulling on the handle. It drops to the floor with a clang, covered in silvery power and fresh blood. She breathes in when the wound in her chest seals closed. Nova glares at the knife, her lip curling in disgust. “I killed him but I can’t even kill myself.”

      I guess she doesn’t know that chopping off her own head zombie-style would get the job done. Suicides are rare, but it happens sometimes. Of course now is not to the time to tell her that.

      I reach out my hand, both eager and afraid of her taking it. “You don’t have to die and you don’t have to live like this. Come with me.”

      She scowls at my outstretched hand. “Why are you doing this?”

      I stand strong. “You saved me from the depowering machine. So now I’m saving you.”

      Her power level weakens, lowering until it’s a mere pulse in tune with her heartbeat. She’s letting her guard down. “Why would you save me? You don’t even know me.”

      I cross my arms. “Why did you save me?”

      She shifts on her feet.  “When I saw you trying to save the president, I could tell that you loved him. That you guys weren’t the kind of people Aurora said you were. You didn’t deserve it and—I don’t know.” She casts her eyes downward. “I spent my whole life wishing that Aurora would save you and bring you to live with us.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat, wishing I could erase every lie Aurora ever told her. “Why would I need to be saved?”

      “Aurora said you treated like scum in Central because you were a twin and that you deserved to be killed—put out of your misery.” She shrugs. “I guess that was another lie.”

      “Okay, well I’m going to save you with or without your permission. You are my sister and I will not let you die.” I take her by the arm and pull her across the dingy apartment.

      Her feet drag, but she doesn’t put up a fight. “They’ll kill me the moment you bring me to Central.” Her eyes seem to sparkle for a moment. “At least it’ll be over soon.”

      I ignore that and tug her along beside me. When we get to the door, I stop and take a navy blue sweater off the toppled-over coat rack and pull it over her head. It smells like mothballs and has a hole in the elbow but at least it covers her blood-soaked suit. She pulls her arms through the sleeves and glances down at herself, frowning. I brush her hair out of her eyes with my fingers, trying unsuccessfully to make it look decent.

      “Where are we going?” she asks as we head to the elevator.

      “I didn’t really think that part through,” I admit. “Home, I guess.”

      The doors slide open. Nova crosses her arms and suppresses a shiver that threatens to crack her frail body. “Do you always do things without thinking?”

      “Yeah,” I say, pulling her into the elevator with me. “It’s kind of my thing.”

      In the lobby, the young boy is speaking in Spanish to his mother, who has plastic grocery bags draped on her arms. My Spanish isn’t that great but I catch the words villano, hermana, and asustado and know he’s telling her about my sister, the frightening villain.

      The two humans turn toward us; the boy stares at Nova with wide, terror-stricken eyes while his mother drops to her knees, lowering her head as if we are royalty. I’m so surprised at the gesture that I stand stupidly in the opening of the elevator, blocking the closing door with my foot.

      Nova steps out of the elevator first and heads straight to the doors without casting a glance their way. With her hand on the doorknob, she turns around, eyebrows raised. “You coming?” she asks with a frustrated sigh. “You’re the one who wanted to leave.”

      I hold back a snarky reply and face the humans. “Thank you, but you can stand up,” I say, offering them a half smile.

      The mother looks from me to Nova and back. Her eyes widen and she covers her mouth with her hand. She recovers quickly, rising and looking at Nova. “When should I expect you back, dear? Would you like some food?”

      “I told you to stop that,” Nova snaps. “You do not take orders from me, okay? So stop it.” The woman opens her mouth to object, but Nova holds out her hand, silencing her. “Aurora is dead. And I killed your abusive husband. You don’t take orders from anyone anymore. Just thank me and go away.”

      The boy grabs his mother’s hand. “Gracias, Miss Nova,” he says.

      I gaze at the woman. “We aren’t coming back and you can never tell anyone about this. Do you understand?”

      “I promise, but please,” she begs, pushing her son forward. He gives her a frightened look. “Please take Xavi with you to Central. Please get him help.”

      The boy reaches for my hand and I start to take it. Nova’s bony fingers shove me so hard I stumble backward.

      “What the hell?” I mutter.

      “Do. Not. Touch. Him.” Her teeth grind together. Her eyes, exactly the same as mine, glare daggers at me. “Do not give him hope. There is no hope.”

      “What’s wrong with him?” I ask.

      Nova wraps her hand around my wrist and pulls me to the door. “He’s a half-breed. He’s a waste of life and he will die before he’s eighteen.”

      My jaw drops. I glance at the boy and his mother, who sobs quietly into her sleeve. “Isn’t there something we can do?”

      Nova gives a sharp shake of her head as we step outside. “His mother knew better than to hook up with a Super. Now she gets to suffer the consequences.”

      “That was really rude you know,” I say when we reach the alleyway.

      “What’s your point?” She steps on a soda can and kicks another.

      I stop walking and cross my arms. A rat scavenges for food in the garbage bags lined up against the brick wall next to us. “You can’t just tell a little kid they’re going to die.”

      She turns toward me. “So you’re saying you’d rather lie to him? Aren’t you the Hero here?”

      My hands clench into fists, but I take a deep breath and relax. Punching her in the face won’t do anything in my plan to bring her over to the good side. “You don’t have to lie to him, but you didn’t have to be so mean. I didn’t even know humans could reproduce with Supers.”

      She shrugs. “I guess it’s a villain thing.”

      “You aren’t a villain,” I say.

      “You can’t know that,” she argues. “And if I’m not the villain, then you are.”

      “I can know that—and neither one of us has to be villains,” I huff, explaining to her what Evan and I discovered last week. Basically, scientists have this idea that Supers, who originally derived from homo sapiens, have genetics that simply can’t split into twins in the way that humans do. Super twins end up with one of them having a one hundred percent good moral compass while the other one has an equally evil one. I disagree with that.

      And it’s not just because the DNA test Evan secretly ran on me proved that I’m the bad one.

      I disagree because his test also proved that I also have good genetics flowing through my veins. Our inherent moral compass isn’t as black and white as scientists have thought—it’s a gray area. And I’m choosing to
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