
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Being an outcast due to having special powers shouldn’t be considered a crime. Someone in the government thinks it is. For Mitch Kessler and his enhanced friends, it’s time to be afraid—very afraid.

	 

	 

	Mitch Kessler, gargoyle, is back, along with his girlfriend, Callie, a former gender shifter, his best friend, Joe Chambers, a spinning top, and Neil, their rock-man sometime ally.

	Mitch and Joe help the police force of Independence, Oregon, fight crime, but their efforts go totally unreported by everyone. While that bothers Mitch, what bothers him more is his best friend’s rapid aging. Joe is dying, and no one seems to know how to stop it.

	Except one person—Harmon Carson, an army general. Carson promises Mitch, Neil, and Joe, a cure for their condition, contingent on them finding a renegade scientist who carries the secret with him. The four volunteer, but soon find out that Carson has his own agenda going on—and it is not a friendly one.

	With time running out, Mitch has to find the scientist who may be able to help them, assist another mutant called Niles, rescue his girlfriend, and fight the hordes of the unholy that Carson calls forth. Once again, the Outcasts are the underdogs, and only time will tell if they can prevail.
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Chapter One: First Sighting

	 

	 

	Independence, Oregon. September. Two minutes shy of midnight.

	 

	Owls hooted at me and then fell silent as I winged my way past them. Other denizens of the night—bats—also resented my presence, voicing their disapproval in squeaks and chirps. They felt at home in the darkness. I never had.

	Truth be known, daytime flying didn’t do it for me, either, but for me, night flying had to be the worst. Trees were out there. In addition, there were aerials and electrical transmission towers to worry about. One wrong move and it was fry city, but to the populace of this fair city, it represented something different. To some, it was cool. To others, it meant danger.

	And to one kid who’d spoken to me a month ago, it represented something otherworldly. “Flying, you’re really flying,” he’d said. “I thought it was for a movie or something.”

	“No, it’s real.”

	I suppose I could have driven. I did have a license, after all, but flying was much faster.

	While doing my job, patrolling the city on behalf of the police, I’d landed at the edge of a park in the early afternoon, but so far, no danger reared its ugly head, and nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Of course, the bystanders stared. That’s what people did. It was natural to stare at those who were different, and those who had wings—me—were rare, so they stared.

	No, not rare—strike that. I was the only one of my kind. Thus, people stared. Or gawked, or gaped. Whatever... but they rarely, if ever, spoke to me. It simply freaked them out too much.

	Then this kid, no more than ten years old, saw me fold my wings into my body and ran over. Kids could lie, but from the earnest expression on his face, he didn’t seem like the fibber type. “Yeah, it’s something I do,” I replied.

	The park wasn’t too far from my house. Independence wasn’t the largest city around—more like a suburban getaway, population eleven thousand or so—so everyone knew each other. This kid, though, I’d never seen him before.

	“Larry, don’t bother the man. He’s, uh, he’s on a stakeout.”

	Said remark came from an older man in his early forties, who hustled over and put a protective arm around the boy. It was his father, and he gazed at me nervously. “We were visiting friends here, and my boy saw you and your, uh, friends, on the news. You’re Mitchell Kessler, aren’t you?”

	“Yes, sir, that’s right.” I never used my full first name. Only my mother did. “Call me Mitch, please.”

	From his tone, flat and impersonal, he didn’t seem to be overly impressed. “Yeah, right. So... you catch any criminals yet? I mean, you know, when you—”

	“Transform?”

	Abruptly, his face turned red. The truth will out and all that. “Yeah.”

	Uh-huh, it figured. They were all alike, the reporters and the general public. They just had to see what modern genetic manipulation could do. Better than a movie! “So, you wanted to see the gargoyle guy, is that it?”

	Mr. Visitor looked most uncomfortable, and the red hue on his face deepened. “Well, my boy is into superheroes, and...”

	He didn’t finish the sentence, and I strived to keep my temper under control and my tone even. What kind of BS was he feeding me about superheroes? If someone wanted to see laser beams and magic and whatnot, then they could go to the theater. This was on the real.

	“Tell you what, mister. If you want to see me transform, keep talking. I only change when someone makes me angry. Do you understand?”

	Apparently, he did, as he’d mumbled an apology and gently guided his son away, never glancing back. That figured, too. Not many people wanted to get to know me. Those that did only wanted something. What did they want, anyway? Swag? An autograph? A free ride? Human nature truly bit at times.

	And now, back to the present. Cool air rushed past me, but changes in temperature had never mattered much. No, it was the changes I’d experienced over the past one-point-five years. If someone hadn’t known the facts about me and my friends, they’d have wondered why all the fuss.

	Fuss point number one—I was a gargoyle. The gargoyle part, which consisted of leathery bat wings, blackened skin, hideous features, and incredible strength, only happened when I got pissed off. Television shows often showed transformations such as mine. CGI could do a lot to make a person believe it was real.

	However, that was television. Now, reality intruded in the most uncomfortable of ways. I could control my wings coming out. That happened through concentration and willpower. What I had a hard time controlling was my rage. Anger management issues were a constant thing for me.

	Fuss point number two—my friends didn’t have it any easier. Joe Chambers, my best friend since grade school, was a spinning top. With no super strength, his speed did the talking.

	At the very least, he looked normal, but his eating was off the scale. Although he wasn’t overly tall—five-seven, lean, with a shock of blond hair—he ate approximately ten times that of a normal person, and he ate anything and everything, even the weirdest combinations, like tuna and chocolate sandwiches, pizza with guacamole and strawberries, and other concoctions guaranteed to make a person swear off food forever.

	However, as of late, he’d developed some lines around his face, which made him look like he’d come out of a wind tunnel and his skin hadn’t snapped back to normal. He told me that he and his father had made the trip out to Portland University where they had special DNA analyzers. Perhaps the doctors would be able to figure out what was wrong. All that science went way over my head.

	Neil Morton was made of rock. That was pretty self-explanatory. He ate rocks, slept in the forest, and bothered no one.

	Finally, Callie Winston, my girlfriend. She used to be Cal, but her enhanced hormones caught up to her when she was about sixteen, and she kept shifting between male and female—and sometimes intersex—until recently. So far, she’d stayed female. Her hormonal profile hadn’t changed, which was good for both of us.

	Fuss point number three. “Hey, Garg-boy!”

	Someone had yelled that out the other day while I was flying around. Flying during daylight bit, because that was when the haters came out. No other word for it. People couldn’t accept that which was different. That different was me.

	Not that they’d say it to my face. No, it was always when I was aloft or supposedly out of earshot. Thing is, along with enhanced strength, I also had enhanced aural abilities. Sounds that occurred three hundred feet or so away came through clearly. Most of the comments consisted of “freaks” “creatures” or the old reliable, “monsters.”

	Fuss point number four. I couldn’t see very well at night. People automatically assumed my vision was better than average in the dark. Never assume, as that could make an ass out of you and me, so...

	Skip it. My eyes did make out a shadow creeping over the ground. No, not on the ground. It was jumping from tree to tree, and the branches rustled as it did so. Animals did that, not people, but whoever or whatever it was, it wasn’t a person. It was making quite a racket, and if it wanted to draw attention, it was doing a pretty good job of it.

	My cellphone rang, and I fished it out of my pocket. Spandex pants—stretchy and tight, they were supposed to look cool, but they were kind of itchy. Still, they cut down on the wind drag. As for a shirt, I also had a Spandex deal, with slits cut out in the back to allow my wings to emerge without ripping things up.

	Beep, beep, went the cellphone. The number indicated it was Callie. I pulled it out and opened it up. “Hello?”

	“Mitch, where are you?”

	“Over the east end, flying around. I’ve got something.”

	Immediately, her voice got animated. “One of us?”

	Considering this whatever-it-was moved like a spider, it was hard to believe it was one of us. Six months ago, Independence had been rocked by a number of creatures that had been sent to kill me, but as of late, nothing had shown up. All had been quiet, and we only had to deal with the usual miscreants and yahoos, along with being ignored by our neighbors. Ah, you had to love humanity.

	“I don’t know,” I finally said. “I’ll give this another once-over and then come back.”

	Warmth coated her next words. “I’ll be waiting.” She clicked off.

	As I flew in closer to the ground, I recalled how it all came to be. We were known as the Outcasts. That was the name the press had given us. “Enhanced mutants,” was the official line, but the thing was, nothing official had ever surfaced.

	From what I knew, we’d been created through genetic manipulation. Scientists had given our parents injections—supposedly a new anti-flu virus shot—but it had somehow manipulated our DNA in the womb and had transformed us into what we were. My powers surfaced roughly a year and a half ago. Joe’s had as well, while Callie and Neil were the first wave of enhanced people to come out.

	Good luck in getting the government to cough up any info. Lord knows we’d tried, but someone high up didn’t want us to know anything. Queries to our local senator had come up empty. Washington professed to know nothing. We were on our own.

	It hadn’t been easy, enduring the stares, the comments, and the suspicion. It would be easy for someone to think that having superpowers would make us celebrities—quite the opposite. The press largely ignored us after our powers had surfaced, and as for the people—forget it. They viewed us as monsters, particularly me.

	Even so, initially, Callie had gotten the worst of it. Being neither male nor female, she’d switched back and forth between genders and couldn’t get used to being either, although she’d always identified as being female.

	We’d met in a training camp, operated under the aegis of a man named Mr. Lucas, who worked for the government... or so he said. Callie and I felt something for each other right away and stayed together, mainly because I didn’t want to give her up.

	“You know I could change any moment,” she’d told me once. “Like, if we’re, you know...”

	She never finished her sentence, but the meaning was clear. If we went to bed together, would she become Cal and what would happen next? After a lot of soul-searching, I decided that whatever happened, well, if it did, it did. Hormones ruled, and my answer summed it all up. “If you do, you do. We’ll deal with it.”

	That sealed our pact. We’d been together ever since, had done the bed bump more than a few times, and for the past six months, she hadn’t changed. I never knew why, but that was how it stood.

	My cellphone rang again, and this time, it was Chief Sullivan, another person I’d known since I was a kid growing up here. We’d made a deal with the local police department. We helped the cops, they arrested the suspects, and everyone went home happy. So far, it had worked, even though some of the cops didn’t like being upstaged.

	“Mitch, are you there?”

	“Yes, sir, what is it?” He’d always been nice to me, and it paid to be polite.

	“Where are you?”

	“Over the east end, sir, just scouting around.”

	A grunt came from his end. “Sort of hard to hear you.”

	Considering I was about half a mile up and the wind was rushing by, no wonder, so I swooped down to a lower level. “Is this better?”

	“Yes,” he replied. “Thanks. Any trouble?”

	“I’m not sure. I think I saw something. I’m going to check it out.”

	He hemmed and hawed before saying, “Is it one of us or one of them?”

	Us or them, it just had to be that way. While he wasn’t among the bigoted who disliked me for what I was, all the same, he could have phrased things more tactfully. “I’m not sure. I’ll check and get back to you.”

	“Be careful,” he said and rang off.

	I alit at the edge of a small forest and listened to the sounds of the night. The hoot of an owl, the chirping of some birds nestling in, and the scratching sound of mice foraging for a late night snack—they came through clearly.

	But there was something else, something... different. It seemed to be moving from tree to tree, almost jumping, and it sounded much larger than your average squirrel. It was also moving fast, as fast as I could fly.

	Observing caution, I moved slowly into the forest. There, on the trunk of a tree were claw holds, deeply gouged into the wood. The marks were six in number, and from the size, this thing’s hands were somewhat larger than mine.

	Stay silent. Stay motionless. I stood near a tree, checking up and down, but whatever had been here had already gone. With nothing to go on, I decided to go home and winged my way west, landing on my front porch ten minutes later.

	My mother—who’d always supported me—had gone out of town on a business trip, so she wouldn’t be home for another ten days. That meant Callie and I could spend quality time together.

	Speaking of which, I recognized her mother’s car. They lived about an hour away near Portland, so good news called.

	Inside, I found my girlfriend sitting on the downstairs couch, watching a news report. I had to admit, she rocked the pink look as she wore a pink skirt and matching blouse. It complimented her long, curly blonde hair, and the prettiness of her features made me temporarily forget all the crap I had to go through on a daily basis.

	“Have a nice flight?” she asked, patting the spot next to her with her right hand, while holding up a key in her left. “I let myself in.”

	“Nothing special,” I said while seating myself. I didn’t want her to worry. Unlike me, Joe, and Neil, she had no powers, not anymore.

	Wings safely folded inside me, I put my arm around her shoulder and endeavored to relax. It was hard, though, after a news flash came on. “This just in,” a middle-aged reporter said, standing outside a mountainous area.

	The caption at the bottom said it was in Casper, Wyoming. “There have been reports of some creatures on the loose, and they are considered dangerous.”

	Dangerous. Had we ever been considered safe? The camera then cut to a ranch, also in Casper, where dozens of bodies of mutilated cattle lay strewn around a wide area. From the time shown on the report—last night, at roughly eight PM—either the station had been sitting on this story, or else we’d failed to catch it.

	The owner, a portly man wearing a Stetson hat, jeans, and a torn lumberjack shirt, stalked around, and a local reporter asked him what he’d seen.

	“What I saw was a monster,” he replied, spitting on the ground. “It was around seven feet tall, built like a bull, but more human. I saw it, plain as day, eatin’ my cattle. Then it disappeared.”

	The sound man bleeped out the ensuing curse words, but I’d heard enough. Back to the middle-aged news guy now, and he pointed at the mountain behind him. “Authorities are on the alert for this creature. It is considered cannibalistic, and therefore highly dangerous. We have to ask ourselves, is it one of the Outcasts, and if so, what is their reason for turning rogue...”

	With a flick of the remote, Callie turned off the television. “Well?”

	Why was she asking me? “First off, I like my steak well-done.”

	“Ha-ha,” she said, but there was no humor in her voice. “Mitch, be serious.”

	I got up and went into the kitchen, returning with a sandwich I’d made earlier and two cans of soda. Callie took hers, popped the top and took a small sip, while I scarfed down my ham-and-egg combo.

	It tasted sort of stale, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. At least I didn’t have Joe’s predilection for making odd combos. He called it getting one’s protein in, but his combinations were nauseating, and I did my best not to eat at the same time he did.

	Callie and I toasted each other, and then she put the can down. “Are the police going to question us?”

	“For what? For what happened eight hundred miles away? I can’t fly that far or that fast. No, something else did this.”

	She nodded. “I know, but I’m worried about the government coming after us.”

	Sure she was. Me, too, but in the six months that I’d been helping out, no one from even the state legislature had come around. No phone calls, no emails—nothing. “Well, if they do, they do. But from what I know, we’re the only ones of our kind.”

	That wasn’t quite true. There had been others like us—sort of—in the past, but they’d dissolved into an organic stew. They’d been designed to break down that way. Only one person, a creature named Zachary Scott, a composite of all of us, had looked human. He’d been killed in a battle at an amusement park, but his body had disappeared on the way to the morgue. It had never been found.

	Callie and Joe, both better on the computer than me, had checked and cross-checked which senators had supported genetic testing. They’d then done an additional job of cross-referencing said senators with a number of doctors who worked for private companies specializing in genetic research.

	“And?” I’d asked my best bud once he’d finished correlating all the data.

	Joe looked up from an enormous bowl of spaghetti he’d been feeding on. “I got nothing. The doctors are working for private businesses. I can’t hack into their databases to see what’s going on. It’s sort of frustrating, you know?”

	While Joe went back to stuffing his face, Callie chimed in with, “I’ve also been checking out the senators and congressmen. I found ten on various medical committees that have ties to genetic research, but nothing about creating people like us.”

	Of course they wouldn’t find anything. This wasn’t the government. It was a shadow cabinet within the government. Maybe the president knew, but our current president was a know-nothing who distrusted science. Doubtful anyone would confide in him, plausible deniability and all that.

	So, we were back to square one, no leads and no...

	 

	“Mitch?”

	Callie’s voice brought me out of my flashback. “What?”

	She leaned over to kiss me fondly on the lips. “You don’t want to watch a late-night movie or anything?” I asked.

	“No.”

	“Play cards or something?”

	Her voice came out very softly, with a hint of seduction in it. “No.”

	Before I could get a word out, she leaned over and kissed me deeply, her tongue probing mine. When she pulled back, she asked, “Did that light your lamp?”

	Oh, yes, it had. Forget about Aladdin. “Um, yes.” Lame answer, but nothing pithy came to mind.

	Callie then whispered something about going upstairs. We had quiet, privacy, so what more could a person ask for?

	Better timing, as once we’d gotten halfway up the stairs, something scraped against the side of the house. Callie froze. “What was that?”

	Resigned to the probability of not having any fun, I took her hand, and we walked downstairs and then outside. The sound came again from the forest. It was like someone scratching their way up a tree. Was it the same person or thing I’d seen before? Whoever or whatever it was, this person or thing had been stalking me, and stalking was a sure way to get one’s butt trashed.

	“This is weird,” Callie whispered. “Mitch, shouldn’t we go inside and call the police or something?”

	“I am working for the police. Go inside and lock the door, okay?”

	Did my girlfriend listen? No, she did not. Callie did an about-face and marched toward the forest. What in the name of common sense was she doing? I wanted to call her back, but then the madness of her method became clear. She wanted to draw this thing out. “Hey,” she called. “We’re on your side, okay? Come out, and we’ll talk.”

	The scratching stopped. Whoever it was, it was listening. She repeated her request. “We’re not going to hurt you. My name’s Callie. My boyfriend’s name is Mitch. Do you have a name?”

	While she spoke, I scoped out the area and tried to pinpoint where the scratching noise had come from. There... to her left—it came again, very faintly, but enough for me to home in on.

	And it was moving, moving in my girlfriend’s direction—moving fast.

	“Callie, you’d better move back.”

	“Why?”

	“Because it’s coming your way.”

	She took a step to her right, carefully, cautiously, and then another. “Mitch, do you think...”

	A sudden explosion of movement from the trees caused the birds to fly out and something, something small, bullet-shaped, and extremely hairy, burst from the tree line and made a lunge at Callie. She let out a yelp and dropped to the ground. The thing flew over her head, rolled on the ground, and then impossibly, sprang back in my direction.

	I just had an image of a figure with multiple arms and a misshapen head. Spider... it reminded me of a spider. “Look out!” Callie cried.

	“I know!”

	Easy for me to say that, but apparently, I wasn’t fast enough on the duck and roll thing, as the creature smashed me across the forehead with a large, powerful fist, something totally out of proportion to its small stature. It didn’t try anything, though.

	Instead, it scuttled back into the forest, and after a few seconds, things were still. Callie sat on the ground, shivering, and I went over to her side. “Are you okay?” we asked at the same time.

	“Fine,” we said simultaneously, and then she laughed.

	She put up her hands to stop me from speaking. “I’ll be okay.”

	Maybe she would be, and then a rustling sound alerted me to the possibility of another attack. “Get back,” I whispered. My head hurt, and the anger surged, leading to a transformation. I didn’t need a mirror to know what I looked like. Skin blackened, a flowing of bone and tissue—the gargoyle in me emerged.

	Callie scuttled back, and sure enough, the thing came back, heading straight at me. This time, though, I was ready, and I let my wings out. “Whoever you are, if you want to go for a one-way ride, come at me. I don’t feel like screwing around any longer.”

	Apparently, my threat made it reconsider its options, as it melted into the forest. I listened, but there was no more movement. The air was still, and it calmed me down. Soon, my heart slowed and I reverted to my default state.

	My girlfriend came over and touched me on the arm. “Mitch, are you all right?”

	Second time she’d asked that, and, yeah, I’d live. Whatever that spider thing was, it hit hard. Next time I’d be better prepared. “Don’t worry. It won’t be back, not tonight.”

	We went inside, showered up, and then got into bed. Callie’s body, soft and supple and warm, lay beside mine, and simply being with her made everything else inconsequential. It was almost midnight, and she said that she wanted to get some rest. “Goodnight,” I said, and she promptly passed out.

	I couldn’t sleep, though, and once she’d gone to la-la land, I got up and turned on my computer. A soft pinging sound alerted me to the arrival of mail. Checking it, the usual spam turned up, some hate mail from sites dedicated to the so-called preservation of the human species, and one message from someone with the initials HC.

	We know who you are. We support you. If you’re interested, we’ll be in touch with you very soon.—HC.

	That was it—nothing more, no return address. There were ways to mask one’s IP address, and I didn’t have the know-how to search for whoever had sent the message.

	One thing was for certain, though. We were not alone.

	 


Chapter Two, Part One. “I’m Here To Help.”

	 

	 

	The next morning, a knock at the door disturbed a sound, dreamless sleep. Can I not have a few more hours, please? And who is it, anyway?

	The knock came again, and I blinked my eyes open. My tiny night table’s alarm read eight-thirty. Oh, god, why now?

	No one answered my plea, but then the doorbell rang, and if the visitor happened to be a salesperson or from some cult, they were going to get the full me, coal black skin, glowing red eyes, and a fearsome visage that would make any predator from that eponymous movie cry for its mama.

	Callie was still asleep and breathing gently, her hair obscuring her face. I gently brushed it from her eyes, and her hand came up reflexively to swat mine away. “Let me sleep some more,” she mumbled.

	Fine, she could get her zzzs on.

	I pulled on my pants and a fresh sweatshirt and wandered downstairs to open up. Chief Sullivan stood in the doorway. A big, beefy man in his forties, he bobbed his head politely. “Morning, Mitch. Is your mother here?”

	“She went on a business trip. Is there some trouble, sir?”

	He removed his cap that revealed a balding crown. “No, not unless you count Casper as one of your stopover points.”

	Well, let’s get down to business right away. He would have to bring that up, and how many other people had watched the news and come to the same conclusion? “Sir, how long have Joe and I been working for your department?”

	“About six months.”

	“And in all that time, have you ever known us to run off to another state and mutilate cattle? Have we ever gone after the populace here?”

	He scratched his head with a slow, heavy hand, and then replaced his cap. “No to the first, but you have to admit that in the past, there were some, er, incidents.”

	Incidents. He was talking about the times the residents of this fine suburban environment had decided to take matters into their own hands. For me, it wasn’t the name calling. While I disliked being called a gargoyle, a monster, or a freak, free speech was free speech. They were entitled.

	Where I drew the line was when they insulted my mother. One particular jerk, Truk—that was how he spelled his name—a large, obnoxious, and incredibly insensitive moron—had decided to drop a few nasty barbs about my mother during my school days. I’d replied by transforming into my second self and sinking my claws into his arm.

	He’d never bothered me again. Of course, I got expelled, not for that, but for hauling a friend of his into the air and almost dropping him.

	In any case, Truk and his family had recently moved away. So had a few other members of our fair city. At the very least, our neighbors hadn’t although we rarely spoke with them.

	They weren’t unfriendly, but at the same time, they’d never been overly neighborly, either, not since my powers had come around. They went their way, and we went ours, and never did the twain meet.

	“And then there were those times some creatures decided to invade our fair city,” Sullivan continued, breaking me out of my trip down bad-memory lane.

	Oh, God, why did he have to bring that up? “Sir, we didn’t send those creatures. We stopped them, remember? We stopped them downtown. We had that fight with Scott at the amusement park, and—”

	“I get the picture, Mitch. You stopped them. I was there. I believe you. But from that point on, I’ve gotten nowhere with the government. I’ve tried. I get put on hold, and then I get turned away. No one knows anything.”

	He was right. No one was supposed to. If the government didn’t want its secrets found out, they were very good at hiding them. Speaking of the government, that message last night—who was HC and what did this person want with me? It was obvious that HC was connected to the government in some way, but how?

	Sullivan snapped his fingers. “You’re spacing out on me, Mitch. Are you sure there’s nothing to worry about?”

	Lie, lie big, and hope he doesn’t catch on. “There’s nothing to worry about. I’m here to help. So is Joe. So is Callie.”

	He cast a look at the mat. My girlfriend’s shoes sat neatly placed next to mine. “I’m sure they are,” he replied in the flattest of tones. “I know you have patrol tonight, Mitch. Your friend, Joe, though, we’re putting him on hiatus for now.”

	“Is that what he wants?”

	Sullivan nodded. “He asked us to cut down his time. He can still spin fast, but he gets tired easily, and he’s not looking well. I’m not going to have any potential injuries on my conscience, his, or civilians.”

	With a tip of his cap, he walked down the block to his cruiser. The engine revved, and the car sped off. Soon, he was out of sight. After blowing out a deep breath, I walked upstairs and tiptoed into my room, only to find Callie wrapped in the bedsheet and sitting at my computer. My email list was up. “Who’s HC?” she wanted to know.

	“I have no idea.”

	Callie cocked her head to one side. “I’m betting that he’s connected to the groups that created those things.”

	“Hey, you’re pretty good. I think I’ll keep you.”

	She chucked a pencil at me, and it whizzed past my head, bouncing off the wall and onto the bed. Good aim was good aim. “Mitch, get serious.”

	“I am.” In this situation, what was there to say? “I don’t know any more than you do. I just got that message last night, while you were sleeping.”

	“Uh-huh.” Callie’s eyes narrowed. “Who was that before? It sounded like Chief Sullivan.”

	“It was.”

	Quickly, I explained the purpose of his visit, and her eyes grew rounder with each passing sentence. “You didn’t tell him about our visitor last night, did you?” she asked once I’d finished.

	“No. We don’t need any extra trouble.”

	Callie got up, hugging the sheet to her body. It didn’t hide her curves, not that I minded. “I’m going to shower up, and then I want to take a walk. Joe has to know, right?”

	“Yeah. Go ahead. I’ll wait downstairs.”

	The living room seemed so empty. I’d grown up in this house, knew every crack and crevice and warped floorboard, knew which piece of furniture had broken springs and which cupboard needed repairing, and knew which joints on the doors had to be oiled and which screw had to be replaced.

	I vowed that I’d eventually save up enough money to fix this place properly. The only problem was, the job with the police didn’t pay that well.

	Money and acceptance—those two things always seemed in short supply. “Independence is not a wealthy city,” Chief Sullivan had said to me about a month after Joe and I had been on the job. “My salary isn’t that hot, either, and my men don’t make that much, either.”

	Translation—they couldn’t pay jack. Even though Joe and I busted the wannabe robbers as well as the real thing, even though we gave full credit for the officers serving as backup, we still didn’t rate more than two hundred bucks a week. Maybe I would have made more delivering pizza—maybe. But that depended on getting another job, and no one wanted to hire someone enhanced like me.

	People simply didn’t understand or didn’t want to—or both. Thinking about it, probably both. We got threats, almost lost our house due to a greedy real-estate owner foreclosing ahead of schedule, and almost lost our lives defending our fair city from an invasion of monsters.

	And did we get thanked for it? Rhetorical—we did not. “You’re not part of this city. You never were,” one person told me.

	He expected me to haul off and belt him. It was a fine notion, but smacking him around would have dropped me to his level, not to mention a lawsuit, and I didn’t want to go there.

	So, I said nothing, and my life, Joe’s life, Callie’s life, and Neil’s life continued on, lives of isolation and trying to fit in and knowing we never would...

	“Mitch, I’m ready,” Callie said.

	“What?”

	My girlfriend stood in front of me. I’d been drifting down lousy memory lane again, and her face screwed itself up in a look of mock anger. “Let me guess. You were thinking about the bad old times, weren’t you?”

	She knew me so well. “Sort of.”

	“Sort of?”

	Crap, I couldn’t lie to her. “Yeah, I was.”

	“Yeah, you were. Come on, let’s take a walk. Then we can come back and relax later on, okay?”

	A smile from her, a million-watt one, accompanied a flutter of her eyelashes. It was obvious, it was overt, and I loved every second of it. “Okay, let’s perambulate.”

	Gray skies and cool weather greeted us, and Callie borrowed a hoodie of mine in order to keep warm. As we walked, observing the leaves turning from green to reddish-brown, the concept of acceptance once again reared its ugly head. The couples we saw, the families, the people who had known me since I was a kid, they looked upon me and Callie as total strangers.

	Worse, they resented my presence. While they couldn’t kick us out, they could deny us friendship or even acknowledgment as people. Isolation truly sucked. While it shouldn’t have bothered me, it did. No one wanted to be ignored forever, or so I told myself.

	Neither of us said much to one another, but then Callie stopped dead in her tracks. “Mitch, you might have some trouble.”

	She pointed straight ahead, and lo and behold, a blast from the past greeted me—Paul Sampson, an old high school classmate, someone I knew and despised. His ass had been the one I’d hauled into the air. That stunt had gotten me expelled.

	I’d never regretted it.

	Tall, skinny, with a whiny voice and a pseudo-tough attitude, he reminded me of a spoiled puppy, always barking at a larger target, thinking he was the biggest and baddest around. Truk had been his bodyguard once before, but now Truk was gone, and Paul had a new playmate.

	Like Truk, this guy was large, in the realm of six-four and two-sixty or so. With a prominent brow, thick lips, and a smashed nose, the term washed-up boxer came to mind. “Hey, freak,” Paul greeted me. “Out with your boyfriend?”

	There was homophobic, there was transphobic, and then there was Paul, a bad combination of both. Add stupid as well. He simply couldn’t get the message that he was outclassed. While I wanted to reply, Callie beat me to it. “You seem to be, too.”

	Mr. Bruiser may have looked stupid, but he had a working brain. “Who you calling a fag, tranny girl?”

	Wrong thing to say, as Callie lashed out with a sharp right hook that caught him in the mouth. It snapped his head back, and while he didn’t seem badly hurt, he did seem surprised. “Want more of the same, Paul?” she asked. “And for your information, I stopped shifting months ago.”

	Paul observed all of this without moving a muscle. He then smiled, a slow, mean grin, revealing stained teeth and receding gums. “Wrong thing to do, Callie. Johnny over here is related to someone big, don’t you know?”

	Hands on
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