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Prologue

 

He’s gaining on me.

A rift opened in Jayden’s netherfield. Dodging it was easy, but next time he might not be so lucky. The “netherfield” was his name for the world inside the telephone wires—electronic impulses shooting backwards and forwards across an endless spaghetti of cables. Only Jayden could visit this world and travel in it. It was his secret place—until the rifts opened.

He didn’t know how the other boy kept finding him, but he knew what would happen if he fell into a rift. He would end up somewhere else, in another dimension, and the other boy might not bring him back.

Jayden was on a mission. He had to get back home, back to his parents. Back to the district. Unlike the other kids at the compound, he had the means to do so. He just hadn’t planned on going back so soon. He thought the other boy was his friend. That’s why he told him what he planned to do. It was wrong to kill people, even ords. Ugh! Jayden hated that word. It wasn’t their fault they didn’t have powers. Jayden’s parents were ords. He missed them every day. He regretted running off when they told him he couldn’t visit his grandparents in Florida. He regretted trying to call his grandma anyway and getting lost in the phone line. Jayden was ten. His power wasn’t fully developed, and he couldn’t control it.

Six months later, he lived in a compound on the other side of the country, with other kids like him and a shadowy leader called the Liberator, who called everyone “Brother.” It was fun, at first. Jayden learned a lot about using his power. But he also learned the Liberator was what ords called a terrorist. He killed people. He trained kids to kill people. That’s when Jayden told the other boy his plan.

A rift opened in front of him, too large to avoid. In his electronic form, Jayden couldn’t see the rift but he could sense the disruption in the impulses and cables. It was like waking up in his room back in the district and finding a hole in the wall, a hole that tried to suck him in. The only way he could avoid the rift was to create a hole of his own, to leave the netherfield. But was he close enough to the district?

Only one way to find out. He shifted his electronic form downwards. The hole opened, revealing a night sky. Jayden dove into it.

His electronic form solidified into a body and rolled around on the ground. Becoming human again always made Jayden dizzy, like being on a merry-go-round. When the images stopped spinning, he realized he had landed in the middle of the street. He recognized some of the older houses around him. He’d made it. He was back in the district.

A rift opened next to him.

He found me. Jayden didn’t wait to see what dimension lay on the other side of the rift—whether it was rocks or gas or molten lava. He took off running.

He knew the area well enough, thanks to walks with his dad, to know where to go. Around the corner lay a stately government building with a flagpole in front. He ran up to the front door of district Surveillance Headquarters, Third Sector, and rapped on the door. But the building was closed for the night.

That was no problem for Jayden though. He’d learned a lot at the compound, including how to use his powers to disable security devices. All he had to do was enter the device and manipulate a few electrons. The door buzzed open.

Inside lay a row of cubicles with computers. Jayden hoped to run into a night watchman so he could turn himself in, but no such luck. He sat down at one of the computer terminals and easily manipulated it into turning itself on and overriding the password. He could send an email to the district police. No, that wouldn’t work. He could use the soft phone to call home. He tried that, but the number was disconnected. Oh, no. The Liberator must’ve been right. My parents must’ve had to move away from the district after I disappeared. The district was for powered kids and their families. Without a powered kid, they couldn’t stay. Jayden felt lost and confused. He wondered where his parents had moved. Back to Florida, he hoped.

A file on the desktop caught his eye. It read “D. NEUMEYER/MACKINTOSH PARK INCIDENT/RAW FOOTAGE.” The name sounded familiar. The boy at the compound, Jayden’s former friend, had mentioned a kid he called “Noo-meyer.” The kid had gotten the rift-maker into trouble and made him escape from the district. He said that, if he ever got to go back to the district, he would make Noo-meyer pay. Curious, Jayden opened the file.

After watching the video in the file, Jayden smiled. He wondered if there were other videos of this Neumeyer. He found one and opened it.

“Don’t cha know, breaking and entering’s illegal,” came a deep voice behind him.

Jayden spun around and looked into the coal-black eyes. Eyes he hoped he’d never see again.

“Calvin!”

“You know that stuff the Liberator’s been feeding us? It’s got enzymes that get into our bloodstream. He says they’re like mini-computers. They allow him to track us. He don’ like it when kids try to leave the compound.”

The boy towered over Jayden, his grey shirt and pants almost identical to Jayden’s, but Calvin had earned special privileges. He got to embroider his own name on his shirt and a design of his choosing. Calvin chose a skull. He sneered, the angular curve of his face reminding Jayden of a snake.

“There’s something else about that food,” Jayden spoke quickly, hoping to reason with Calvin.

“Shut up.”

“There’s a reason why I stopped eating it and sneaking food into the compound—”

“Shut up! The Liberator says t’ teach you a lesson. He didn’ say how long I had t’ teach ya, though.” He raised his hand.

“NO!” Jayden spun back to face the computer. Maybe he could get into it, get away. But there wasn’t time. Hot air blasted him from below as the chair give way and fell into another dimension, taking Jayden with it.

 

~ * ~

 

Calvin waved his hand again, sealing the rift. He hated to do that to Jayden, but the kid broke the law. The Liberator’s law. The only law that mattered.

Alone now, he looked across the dark office room, lit only by windows and the occasional light from a computer. It was a sterile, ordered environment, an ord environment. Calvin hated being back in the district. He started to open another rift to leave the way he came. But the computer Jayden had been sitting at glowed brighter than the rest. It played a video. Calvin hadn’t seen a video in months—the Liberator didn’t allow them. He wondered what Jayden was watching.

He peered closer to the screen and scowled as he saw a familiar face. “So, tha’s how Noo-meyer did it. He wasn’ alone.” A plan hatched in Calvin’s mind to make Damon—and anyone who helped him—pay.


Part I

 


Chapter One

The Dream

From the wide French windows, Damon could see rolling snow banks and snowflakes the size of golf balls. Inside the old-time Swiss chalet, he was warm. He sat at a large banquet table covered with a white table cloth and took a bite of orange-flavored waffles. Behind him, a fireplace crackled, bathing him in its warmth and light.

“Hey Damon!” said Vee Evans, who sat next to him, gobbling down a stack of twenty pancakes at super-speed. Vee looked like he was about six years old. He spoke while he ate, but Damon couldn’t understand him. Across from him sat Danner Young, who had grown to a size of about seven feet tall, almost too big for the table. He laughed like a jolly Santa Claus. At the end of the table sat Ali Reeves and Denise Evans, Vee’s sister. They laughed and exchanged gifts while Ali floated above the table and Denise’s eyes were closed, as if she were dreaming of the future.

“Quite a place you have here,” came a familiar voice. Across the table from Damon sat Kyle Powell. He looked older. His hair was longer, and the beginnings of a beard sprouted from his chin.

“Kyle,” Damon shouted with delight, “how did you get here?”

“I drove.”

“In your brother’s Mustang?”

Kyle shrugged as if it was the obvious answer, and Damon felt bad for asking.

“Hey, everybody!” he shouted, “look who’s here!”

But the others at the table continued to eat and talk as if Damon had said nothing.

“I don’t belong here,” Kyle said, looking sad.

Before Damon could ask what he meant, Vee interrupted. “Hey, Damon! Watch me steal something off of everyone’s plate without them noticing.” Vee turned into a blur and vanished from his chair. The super-fast kid moved around the table in slow-mo, and Damon wanted him to finish the practical joke so he could talk to Kyle.

But when Damon looked back for Kyle, instead he saw a small table sitting at the far end of the restaurant. Damon’s parents and brother, Eldon, sat at a table, looking at large, book-like menus.

Damon wondered if he should go over and join them, but his dad looked up and grinned. It was the type of grin his dad used to make when Damon was very small—a grin that said, “You’re doing fine, just keep it up.” Damon hadn’t seen that grin in a long time. He smiled back. He was exactly where he was supposed to be.

 

~ * ~

 

A buzz jolted him. He opened his eyes long enough to get his bearings and shut off the alarm clock.

“Damon!” his mother called from downstairs. “Time to get up. You don’t want to be late for the bus.”

Bus? In his groggy state, Damon struggled to remember what she meant. Only ords rode the bus. Ords like Eldon.

He opened his eyes and saw nothing. It was pitch black. A moment later, his night vision kicked in, and the alarm clock and table appeared in view, as well as the poster of a Swiss chalet on his wall, all reduced to black-and-white simplicity. Damon realized that his dark space had somehow activated itself while he was asleep. It had been doing that sometimes, ever since he had recovered from the null bomb’s effects last year. He had gotten off lucky, unlike Kyle.

So far no one knew Damon’s power had been acting up, and he wanted to keep it that way. The battery of tests he had undergone to restore his power to full strength was bad enough, but he couldn’t live it down if word got out that he was losing his power. It would be okay on its own, in time.

He inhaled, and the dark space vanished on command. A brilliant morning light streamed into the room through the blinds near Damon’s bed. He rolled over to go back to sleep.

The bus.

He bolted out of bed and fumbled for the red-and-white pullover and brand new jeans he’d laid out the night before. Eldon had teased him over being “fussy like a girl” for his first day at the new school, but Damon didn’t care. His brother was still asleep, stirring in his own bed. If Damon were lucky, he’d get to sneak out without having to endure more teasing.

Damon didn’t want Eldon to see how nervous he was. He had never ridden the bus before in his life. The old district school was just two blocks away. What idiot had decided to move the eighth grade to the high school? More kids with powers were being discovered, they were told, so the district had to expand. But Damon knew the real reason: It was just another excuse to hustle powered kids around with rules that didn’t make any sense.

He ran downstairs and into the kitchen, where his mother had already prepared breakfast.

“Oh, cheer up!” she said, seeing his dour expression. “You’re going to a new school. It will be a new adventure.”

Damon gulped down the bacon and peppered scrambled eggs. He remembered Vee, gobbling down pancakes in the dream at the Swiss chalet, a place that existed only in Damon’s imagination and somewhere on the other side of the world. Why couldn’t the dream be real?

“Don’t forget the toast,” his mother said.

Damon hated toast, but he bit into it anyway to please her.

“Besides,” she added, returning the conversation to the new school, “you’ll be reunited with some of your old Power Club friends.”

It was true. Danner, Ali, and Denise were starting their freshman year in high school. Only Vee, a seventh grader, still went to the old school.

“I won’t have any classes with them,” Damon mumbled.

“But you may see them in the hall or have lunch with them.”

Damon pretended to smile.

“When’s Dad coming home?”

“Now, Damon, you know your father works very hard for the district. He’ll be home when he’s home.” She turned away, and Damon knew she was lying.

He finished breakfast, jumped up and grabbed his book bag, and headed for the door. His mother caught up him and gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“For good luck,” she said.

Damon bolted out the door. He didn’t want her to sense the truth. He dreaded seeing the others again. They had not parted on the best of terms. The Power Club now existed only in his dreams.


Chapter Two

The New School

A battered old school bus approached. Damon resented it and what it cost him.

Ever since first grade, Damon had wanted to be a crossing guard. He had dreamed of the day when he would enter the eighth grade wearing a helmet and badge and could stand on a street corner, telling other kids when to cross the street. Every kid at the old school wanted to be a crossing guard.

Riding the bus meant there would be no helmet or badge for him. The new school was too far away to employ kids as crossing guards.

As he climbed the stairs of the bus, the old driver, a man with glasses and a thick, grey beard, glared at him. “No powers on the bus!”

“I wasn’t going to use my power,” Damon shot back.

The driver shrugged. “I say that to every kid as they board. Saves trouble.”

Damon turned to face the rows of seats, already half filled with kids. Most were from his old school, but there were a few he didn’t know. Halfway down the aisle, Damon saw one friendly face: his old buddy, Andy. He had grown his hair out over the summer but was still the same round-faced boy with a perpetual football jersey. Today he also wore a heavy jacket even though it was the middle of August. Andy looked up and grinned, and Damon knew it was okay to sit with him.

“What’s with the jacket?”

“It’s because of my power,” Andy replied, looking downcast. “The doctors say it’s growing and I’ll eventually get used to it, but right now I’m always cold.”

“That’s a good thing, right? That your power’s growing?”

“I guess, but I’d still rather play football than have a stupid power.”

Andy’s abruptness made Damon wince. He had seen firsthand what any power could do and didn’t think any of them were stupid. He changed the subject. “Say, where’s Aric? You guys live so close I thought he’d get on the bus the same time as you.”

Andy’s eyebrows shot up. “Didn’t you hear? The district sent him to some kind of early college for powered kids. They think his radar vision will be useful for the military. He and his whole family moved away about a month ago.”

Damon stared in disbelief. Another friend had moved away, and he had missed it. He also felt strangely jealous. If there’s an early college for powered kids, I should be the one who goes there. I led the Power Club last year when we stopped a riot and a robbery!

The district didn’t want powered kids acting like heroes, Damon had been told. Apparently, being recruited for the military was different.

The bus drove through parts of the district Damon had seen before mainly on car rides with his parents. The bus went up the boulevard, through several neighborhoods and even past the old art gallery, a pillared, stately structure which had been there longer than the district.

“There it is!” Andy exclaimed, looking out the window. “There’s the new school.”

At the bottom of the valley stood a three-story brick building which resembled two buildings joined together in the center by a grey, H-shaped column that stretched up into a tower. The building overlooked a well-kept lawn and circular drive. The new school was much larger than the old one and, for a moment, Damon felt anxious about getting lost in it. His fears seemed to find form as the window of the bus became hazy and then crystallized into a sheet of ice.

“What happened?” Damon asked.

Andy looked embarrassed again. “Sorry,” he said, as a frosty breath escaped from his nostrils and mouth. “It happens when I get nervous.”

Frantically, Damon said, “Well, do something!” He remembered the driver’s stern warning not to use powers on the bus.

Andy rubbed the ice with the elbow of his jacket. Damon strained to see through other windows and felt the dip as the bus entered a driveway and descended into the valley.

“They’re taking us to the Freshmen Annex,” someone said behind him.

“But we’re not freshmen,” someone else pointed out.

Andy finished rubbing the ice off the window just as the bus came to a halt. All Damon could see now was that they were in a parking lot behind the school. Damon looked around, trying to memorize some sort of escape route, though he wasn’t sure why. Not being able to examine the school in every detail as they approached made him feel even more powerless and out of control. The bus doors whooshed open and everyone poured out.

 

~ * ~

 

The Freshman Annex turned out to be a smaller, more modern looking structure attached to the rear of the main building. Its flat roof and tinted glass façade revealed a sparse lobby and stairwell. It reminded Damon of the command center on his favorite TV show, Star Seekers, which had recently been cancelled, and it gave him some comfort to pretend he was a member of the crew on the show. “Lt. Neumeyer reporting for duty!” he imagined himself saying to the portly teacher who greeted them in the lobby. The teacher called the roll to make sure everyone was present and passed out locker combinations, class schedules, maps, and a list of school rules. “There are only ten minutes between classes,” he announced in a nasal voice, “and right now, you have six and a half minutes to get to your first class.”

As their classmates dispersed, Damon and Andy studied their schedules. Damon’s heart sank. “We don’t have any classes together.”

“Maybe we can meet up for lunch,” Andy offered.

Damon frowned. “I have third lunch period. You have first.”

“Well, maybe we can hang out between classes sometime,” Andy said. He turned to one of the wide hallways, and then he was gone.

Damon studied the map. As he started down another hallway, other kids swarmed about, chattering and yelling. The sounds of locker doors banging made him jump. Damon no longer felt like a lieutenant on a science fiction show. He was in the eighth grade now, but instead of being in the highest grade at the old school, he was in the lowest grade at the new school.

He was starting over.


Chapter Three

New Faces, Old Faces

“Watch it!”

Damon heard the warning a split second before he rounded a corner and collided with a wall. But this wall looked like a torso. He bounced back as if he’d landed face first on a trampoline and fell back on his butt. His books, class schedule, and map scattered across the floor.

A chorus of kids burst into laughter. Terrific. First day of school and already I lool like a doof. He looked up to see what he had hit.

The wall was in fact a torso. A towheaded youth towered over him like a mountain. Damon had never seen so many muscles, which rippled through the boy’s arms as if he were a cartoon character. A long, thin face perched atop a massive torso. The boy wore a plain t-shirt with the sleeves rolled up so there was no mistaking that the muscles were his.

“That’s what you get for not paying attention!” the youth said.

“I would,” Damon fired back, “but I didn’t expect to run into Mount Kilimanjaro!” He remembered Mount Kilimanjaro from geography class at the old school. Using humor might help him recover face.

The youth’s smug expression turned into a hateful scowl. “I don’t like smart-asses!” he said, as he stomped toward Damon. The floor shook. The boy grabbed Damon and lifted him up over his head. Damon felt a rush of blood as he stared down at other kids, who paused in the hallway to laugh at him.

He breathed in sharply. He could exhale—but what good would the dark space do him in this situation?

“Gareth Sanderson!” A shrill woman’s voice cut through the air. Everyone in the hallway stopped moving. “Put him down. Gently.”

The muscular boy obeyed like a wounded puppy. Damon looked past him toward an open classroom door at the end of the hallway. In the doorway stood a young woman who looked as if she couldn’t have been much older than a high school student. A basket weave of crimson hair drew back from a frail face and frail body. She wore a pale blue sweater and tan slacks which seemed too large for her. Yet there was no mistaking her commanding tone and gaze. She looked like a hawk ready to pounce on the towheaded boy. “There are rules governing the use of powers in this school. If you break one again, you will face another suspension.”

The boy, Gareth, hung his head and muttered, “Yes, Miss Vogel.” He closed his eyes, and, for a moment, Damon thought he might cry. However, the boy’s massive torso and muscles softened and shrunk to the size of a normal boy about Damon’s age. He slinked down the hallway and vanished into a sea of kids.

Damon scooped up his map, schedule, and bookbag. The teacher continued to stand in the doorway, eyeing Damon curiously. He felt he should say something.

“Are you Miss Vogel?”

She nodded. She was small for a teacher. Damon just about met her eyes. “If you’ve come for Language Arts, you’re in the right place.” She made a swooping gesture inside the classroom.

Damon fumbled for his schedule. “I think I have math first. I just wanted to say thanks...thank you,” he corrected himself.

Her face broadened into a warm grin. “What do you know? A polite powered child. Well, you have about thirty seconds to get to class before the bell rings.”

 

~ * ~

 

Damon made it to the math room a split second before the bell rang and grabbed a desk at the back of the class. If the teacher noticed him, he didn’t say anything. Neither did the fifteen other students in the class. They all seemed enraptured as the teacher—a middle-aged man with slicked-back hair, a white shirt, and tie—related some anecdote about the importance of polynomials.

He looked around the room to see if there were any other familiar faces. A few kids from the old school were there, including a girl with rust-colored hair and turquoise glasses. Samantha Andrus. Oh, great! The first class of the day with Sami the Snitch. It wasn’t her fault, she would remind everyone within earshot that her enhanced hearing could pick up everything that happened in an indeterminate radius, or that she needed to tell what she’d learned as soon as she learned it or she would go mad with overstimulation of noises. But Damon could never forgive her for overhearing his confession to a friend that he had a crush on Kendra Hawks in the fifth grade. Everybody teased Damon by saying “You devil, you!” Whenever Sami was around, you had to watch what you said.

In the front row sat a kid with shaggy blonde hair who looked familiar, but Damon couldn’t place him.

The teacher wrote his name, “MR. KYTEL,” on the whiteboard and began scribbling algebraic equations. “Oh, by the way,” he said, turning to the class with a raised eyebrow, “now would be a good time to take notes.”

Notebooks banged open, zippers unzipped, and pens were produced. Damon had to dig through his bookbag to find his pencil box, which had been shuffled around during his collision with Gareth. As he groped through the bag, he noticed the kid with the shaggy hair turn around and asked someone behind him if he could borrow a pencil. He was older now, but the snout-like nose and prominent molars were a dead giveaway.

Eddie Costa.

The boy from the Forbidden Neighborhood.

Even in the district, some powers were too dangerous. Kids with those powers lived in a section known as the Forbidden Neighborhood—forbidden because other kids weren’t supposed to go there for any reason. Yet Damon had gotten lost one Halloween night and wandered into the Forbidden Neighborhood. He was attacked by skeletons and jack-o-lanterns—older kids whose powers consisted of the ability to change their appearance. Damon’s dark space protected him, but he couldn’t find his way out of the Forbidden Neighborhood. Then a werewolf showed up. And there he was. In the first row of math class.

 

~ * ~

 

Damon waited in the hall for Eddie to emerge from the classroom. As soon as he did, Damon called his name.

A glimmer of recognition crossed Eddie’s face. “Hey, you’re the kid with the darkness power! I’m glad you made it back to your own neighborhood.”

 “Well, thank you again for helping me, for scaring off the other kids.”

Eddie seemed embarrassed. “Don’t mention it.”

“So, what are you doing here? I thought kids in the Forbidden Neighborhood couldn’t attend regular school.”

“We can once we learn how to control our powers,” Eddie answered with pride. “Here, watch this!” He sat his books on the floor and shook his shoulders as if to limber up. Damon watched, amazed, as the shaggy hair grew even shaggier and turned dark, transforming into a fine fur. Eddie’s small, flat nose rounded into a snout and fangs protruded from his mouth. The only trace of the boy which remained was his placid blue eyes.

The werewolf-headed boy roared at girls who passed by. Some screamed. Others laughed.

Damon watched all of this with knowing amusement. He’d seen this “trick” before—though, previously, Eddie’s entire body had been covered in fur.

The werewolf reared back and shook its head. Almost instantly, it
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