
      
        
          The Color of Courage

          
          Natalie J. Damschroder

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Dragonsoul Books

        

      

    
E-book Copyright


The Color of Courage 

Original Copyright ©2016 by Natalie J. Damschroder 
Edition Copyright ©2022 by Natalie J. Damschroder
Cover copyright ©2022 by Aleisha Knight Evans Photography & Design

All rights reserved. In purchasing and downloading this book, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the author.

***This digital copy of the book is awarded to your for your personal use. No rights are being granted to copy or distribute to any other person or entity for any reason. Thank you for honoring copyright law and authors' ability to support their writing careers!***

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is completely coincidental.

SECOND EDITION





Dedication


To everyone out there who has ever doubted their courage—you have strength you cannot imaginee, and you are amazing. Believe it at your core, and you can do anything. 
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Chapter One


The hardest thing for an empath to face is being unable to read the emotions of the people closest to them. 
At least, that’s what I assume. Since the only empath I know is me.
The Chanel-suited woman speeding toward the Metro was nervous because she was late. The guy on the bench across from us wore three pairs of sweatpants, four shirts, and a long quilted coat on a fine early June day at Farragut North. He was clearly homeless, with fretful lines worn into his face. But I could see how utterly content he was as he sat in the sun watching the pigeons.
“I swear, Daley, I never wanted to hurt you.”
Ian Halderton, my boyfriend of nearly nine months, was breaking up with me. It would be helpful if I could use my powers to understand why. Whether, for example, his feelings for me were indifferent, affectionate, angry, or resentful. Whether it was something resolvable. But it was a quirk of my ability that I couldn’t read someone’s emotions when they related to me.
“There’s someone else,” I guessed.
He flinched. “Not like that. I did meet someone. And I like her. A lot. But we haven’t done anything. She doesn’t even know I’m attracted to her.”
I stared at him. “You’re dumping me for a woman you don’t know?”
“I know her. Sort of. She lives in my building, and we sat next to each other at the last tenant’s meeting. She was very involved in the discussion…and, Dale…” I could read his infatuation for her in his aura then, and I knew, no matter how much hope I might have harbored, it was all over. For good.
“It doesn’t even matter if anything happens with her.” His voice was low. “If I can feel this way about another woman, it says something about our future, you know? Yours and mine.”
What could I say? He was right. But that didn’t make it any easier.
Nothing ever did.
[image: image-placeholder]I headed back to work reluctantly. None of my colleagues at HQ, Washington DC’s only superhero agency, would need empathy to know what I was feeling; it was still too new and raw for me to easily hide.
I tried not to think of all the ways Ian and I had been good together, or how I could have screwed it up. The “at leasts” marched through my head. Like, at least we weren’t living together, or at least I hadn’t left stuff in his apartment. They didn’t make me feel any better.
I walked into our modest building with a burning in my stomach that had nothing to do with the burrito I’d had for lunch. I wondered who would be in the office and how long I’d have to endure their sympathy and offers to squash Ian. Offers that, in an agency of superheroes, weren’t metaphorical.
I needn’t have worried.
“Grab your suit, Daley, we need you on this one.” Adam followed Summer and Trace past me out the door. Adam didn’t usually wear a suit. His impenetrable skin was good enough. Trace was already suited up, and Summer got hers on as she ran, her hands moving so fast the pieces seemed to materialize on her.
Not for the first time, I wished I had Kirby’s summoning powers. I ran as fast as I could to the back room, snatched my suit and gear bag, and followed them to the van.
“What’s going on?” I asked as I hopped in and Trace took off, nearly knocking me over as he peeled out into the alley behind the agency. Adam was on a cell phone, receiving directions from someone and relaying them to Trace, so Summer filled me in.
“Smash-and-grab at a jewelry store, four guys, but they didn’t just grab diamonds, they grabbed a kid. It worked, because security backed off, but the mother’s hysterical. The cops can’t get a description of her son from her, and the whole thing happened so fast, none of the others in the store got a good enough look at any of them.” She frowned at me. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” I kept my face averted and zipped my high-tech, bullet-and-blade-proof jacket before struggling to get my feet into the pants as Trace careened around corners. “Why’d they call us in?”
“The store is in the lobby of a large building. The owner set off the alarm, which shut down all outside access. But the building is huge, and there are a ton of people inside.”
I managed to get the pants pulled up and fastened, then stomped into my boots and dragged the flexi-shield over my head, making sure all the hair in my long blond ponytail was tucked inside. Summer didn’t have to tell me any more. Not every job we got needed an empath. Most didn’t, in fact, which was why I had plenty of time to spend on my “day” job. But in a case like this, where the perps were invisible to regular people and even my invincible colleagues, I could sense them. It didn’t matter how big the building was, I’d find their hiding place. Hopefully before they hurt the kid.
“How close?” I called to Adam, who’d hung up his phone.
He picked my glove up off the floor and handed it to me. “We’ll park the next block up, walk over. The police will give us access to the building. Trace, you wait downstairs.” Trace’s skills of endurance and concentration were best for chase-downs, and he’d be ready for anyone who might make a break for it. “Daley, you locate the four grabbers and the kid, then be prepared to take control of the boy.” Adam seemed to think I was motherly, maybe because I was the oldest of six kids. It wasn’t a notion I disabused him of, but it wasn’t exactly true. “Summer and I will go in for them,” he continued. “Keep coms on and be flexible.”
We switched on the units in our flexi-shields as Trace pulled to the curb. I slung my gear bag over my shoulder and adjusted my right glove. Adam had the side door open and we all hopped out almost before the van stopped moving.
I always loved the picture we made, striding purposefully toward danger, gazed at in awe and envy by the regular people. Our suits were gray and white and fitted, not super-tight, super-bright Lycra, and our flexi-shields weren’t as sexy as a cape. But it didn’t matter that we weren’t straight out of the comic books. The people watching us knew who we were and why we were there, and for that few seconds, I could absorb their confidence in the team and pretend I felt it myself.
The truth was, our clothes weren’t the only things about us that didn’t match the comics. HQ wasn’t some amazing justice league. It was a rinky-dinkish agency that had taken years to build respect with local law enforcement. Our jobs weren’t all rescues and roses. Sometimes things went wrong, and every time we went out on a call, we knew how low our odds were. Our abilities made us super—some of us more than others—but inside the cool jackets, we were only human.
This time, a kid’s life was at stake. It wouldn’t take much for those looks of awe to turn to disgust. I’d seen it happen far too often.
But I worked hard not to remember that now. At this moment, in perception only, we were perfect. If we harnessed that, we could make it reality.
So we strode in confident formation across the stamped concrete courtyard in front of the building, zeroing in on the far right entrance where two cops blocked a regular doorway. The revolving doors were more dramatic, but also harder to secure, so they were locked down and barred.
The cop, one we’d worked with before, nodded at Adam as he opened the door, then watched each of us go in and locked it behind us. Another cop wearing a tag that said Hurley met us immediately inside.
“We’ve corralled movement as much as we could,” he told us in a low voice as we circled him, “but we’re really thin on manpower. They could be anywhere.”
“What’s the layout of the building?” Adam asked.
“Retail downstairs, all lobby access with office space behind each one and an exit into a back hall.” Hurley pointed toward the central walkway, which displayed elevator signs and a wooden door at the end. The lobby itself was shaped like a jewel, with the entrance bowing across the front and half a dozen glass-fronted shops angling toward that central hall.
“The building office is behind there,” the cop went on, pointing at the wooden door, “and it’s a warren of offices and cubes. There are back elevators and three sets of stairs. I’ve got someone stationed at all of them, but that doesn’t leave me many to do a walk-through.”
“What’s upstairs?” Summer asked.
“Residences and offices, eight floors of ’em.” He shook his head, but it could be a lot worse. We could be in New York, with nearly a hundred floors, instead of height-restricted Washington, DC.
“Okay, let’s go. Daley, what do you feel?”
I walked to the center of the lobby, closing my eyes. Emotions wafted like colored smoke, the remnants of the people who’d been in here earlier. My team was solid green in my peripheral vision. They’d learned how to stay out of my “sight” when I did this.
Hurley was orange and fluttery, full of anxiety, but I could skip past him readily enough. Inside the stores I sensed the same anxiety but with less purpose, less responsibility. Store clerks and shoppers who had been caught by the alarm, most of whom had no clue what was going on.
I dug for nuances, finding only the expected. I reached invisible feelers across the entire first floor, finding and discarding every person as I went. A few, for whatever reason, didn’t have the jangling fear the others did, but none of those carried the distinctive mix of emotions the criminals would have, or the terror and shame of the child. I couldn’t “feel” walls and furniture, but could imagine the layout of the building based on the locations of the people, and there was an abrupt change when I got to the edges of the building and hit the outside.
I opened my eyes. “First floor’s clear,” I said.
Adam went into action. “You can start evacuating the people on this floor,” he told the cops, moving with me and Summer toward the elevators. “We’ll need one operational elevator. Keep the others locked down and the stairs covered. Got a radio?” He caught the one the cop tossed him and ran the rest of the way to the elevators. “Can you feel the next floor up?” he asked me.
“Wait,” Hurley called after us. “How does she know? I mean, can’t these guys fool her?”
I bit back an irritated response. It wasn’t a stupid question. HQ had been publicized well enough, our abilities known enough, that someone might think they could fool the empath. They could try to emulate the emotions of the innocents surrounding them. But few people understood the complexities of human emotion. Not that I did, completely, but I did know it was impossible to fake it.
There wasn’t time to try to explain, though. The building might be locked down, but the kidnapped boy and any other people in the criminals’ way were in danger.
I let Adam, our diplomat, hang back to explain. The calm green in his aura paled, showing his patience, and only flickered once with red. It always fascinated me, watching him deal with people and seeing the underpinnings of what made him a good leader.
Summer grabbed the elevator key and we sprinted to open it. Adam rejoined us a moment later and asked if I could sense the next floor up.
I concentrated. “Only part of it.” I turned in a circle and told him which rooms on the second floor were either clear or held innocents. Adam relayed the information to the others as we went up in the elevator, and I kept my eyes closed, focusing as far as possible into the building.
Adam was our point guard. Since little could break his skin and his enhanced hearing could detect anyone coming, he always went first. It made me nervous. He wasn’t invincible, but he often acted like it. Because he was older than the rest of us, he took total responsibility. I was afraid someday he’d make the sacrifice he was willing to make, and I didn’t want to confront how I felt about that.
He stepped out of the elevator, checking both ways before motioning us out. We spread out, the coms enabling us to keep our voices low.
The elevator put us near the center of the building, so I was able to do the same scan I had downstairs. I shook my head, and Adam spoke into the radio before we got back into the elevator. Three floors later, I halted as soon as we stepped out.
“Someone’s hurt.” I swiveled and started moving to the right, but Adam grabbed my arm.
“Daley, slow down.”
He was right. I tried to isolate the woman in pain and “see” who was around her. Friends, caring strangers, others who wanted to help but didn’t know how.
“They’re not with her, but others are. She’s…” I concentrated. I couldn’t read minds, but impressions of what was causing an emotion would usually get through. “I think she’s been shot. But they’ve moved on. They’re not at that end of the building.” I searched and caught a tendril, a remnant of anger, fear, and glee all braided together. “This floor is clear, but they went up the stairs.”
“Is the boy still with them?”
“I can’t tell.”
Adam relayed the info and urged them to get paramedics upstairs immediately, then led us to the stairwell. He hesitated with one foot on the bottom step.
“Voices,” he said sotto voce, so the only way we could hear his words was over the coms. “Three. No, four.” He paused, listening. “Maybe the kid whimpering, hard to tell. It’s at least two floors up, but the stairwell door is open. I think they’re right near it.”
He looked at me and I nodded. It was them. I could feel them without even trying. “There are a lot of people near them,” I warned. “I can’t tell if they’re separated by walls or not.”
“Okay.” Adam examined the stairs above us. They were the typical pattern, twelve steps per half-flight before they angled. No matter how quiet we were, our feet would echo on the concrete and the acoustics would amplify the rustles of our suits. I could tell Adam was considering and discarding half a dozen plans, and that none of them were going to work.
“Diversion,” I murmured. “We need Trace to catch their attention so you two can corner them and I can get the boy.”
Summer ducked out of the stairwell to contact Trace. Adam looked displeased, but knew I was right. He pushed me by the upper arm back into the hall and held the door behind us until it clicked closed.
“I’m not leaving you alone here this close to them. If they know we’re coming, this is the route they’ll take.”
I hated it when he treated me like a vulnerable child. I had a gear bag for a reason. “You know it’s the only way,” I said, trying not to glower. “I have to be able to get the kid. If anyone goes up this stairwell, they’ll hear us and bug out—or worse. We need Trace to come down from above and make lots of noise while you and Summer block the hall exit. I’ll grab the kid while you three corner the others.”
It was the stupidest thing we’d ever done, I thought while we got into position. The thieves hadn’t moved, their voices raised now so that even I could hear them. I selected a few items from my gear bag while Trace took the elevator to the top floor and Adam and Summer ran to the other side of the building to climb to the floor the thieves were on. I prayed the targets were all together. We hadn’t wanted to take the time to search the rest of the building. I could make out increased anger now, and a new anxiety level. The longer they holed up with nothing happening, the worse that would get. And the itchier their trigger fingers.
That was the part I didn’t like. Summer could move parts of her body faster than the eye could see, but her running was only slightly above average. Dodging bullets, while vaguely within the realm of possibility, wasn’t a given for her.
Adam’s skin had bounced bullets before, but it still hurt him, and he’d never tested any of the more deadly types. He hadn’t deliberately tested any, of course, but the few bullets he’d taken had been smaller caliber, or from a distance, or garden variety. Here he’d be at close range, facing unknown ammunition and weaponry.
I wished he’d worn a suit.
A moment later, Trace signaled he was in position. Adam and Summer followed and began creeping along the hallway toward the thieves, who now argued very loudly. My own chest burned with their residual anger, and I was afraid they were going to start shooting each other.
“Now, Trace,” Adam said over the com, and a horrific racket sounded from upstairs.
I had no idea where Trace had gotten a boom box, but rap music blasted through both the com and the stairwell, far too loud for an mp3 player, shattering my eardrums in stereo. Against my better judgment, I ripped off the flexi-shield and started up the stairs. Pounding footsteps came from above, and if I hadn’t known it was only Trace, I would have thought it was sixteen football players.
The thieves were yelling now, too. By the time I reached the first landing they had retreated, but must have seen Adam and Summer coming at them. I’d only climbed about six more steps before they were back through the door and only one flight above me.
I could feel the child now, terrified but full of adrenaline. I cursed. I had never asked his name, so I couldn’t get his attention properly. I tore up the stairs, ignoring the four men surrounding him and aiming only for him, as my partners took care of their own tasks.
One of the men ran past me, so intent on escape he didn’t even bother to shove me. Trace followed, his movements stoic and confident. That one wouldn’t get away.
I reached the boy and held out my arms, ready to grab him. I had no idea what I looked like, but it must have been scary. He screamed as I bore down on him, and the pain of his fear made me stumble.
Summer emerged onto the landing, fighting the second thief. His head bounced forward and back like a boxer’s bag. Summer didn’t have a lot of power behind her punches, but her speed made that irrelevant. The boy retreated partway up the next flight of stairs, trying to get out of the way. That put him on the other side of them from me, and within reach of the third thief. The fourth wasn’t in sight, and neither was Adam. I hoped they were fighting in the hall, then put it out of my mind. I’d need all my concentration to rescue the boy from the man in front of me.
I snapped my asp baton off the loop on my hip and flicked my wrist to open it. I’d never had any law enforcement-style training with the weapon, which Adam had said made me dangerous until he saw me use it. I thrust it between the legs of Summer’s thief, who fell over backward. I leapt over him and up two steps, hauling back with the asp and trying to get in between the boy and the man who was reaching for the kid’s collar. He shouted something at me, and hatred flared around him. It wasn’t directed at me personally, but at the world in general, and I got the feeling this guy had nothing to lose.
I hesitated, but not for long. I’d worked hard to overcome my instinctive need to back away from things like this, to act without getting overwhelmed by negative emotions. To push forward, even when I knew exactly how dangerous what I faced was.
Still reaching for the kid with his left hand, the man in front of me raised his right arm, a fat black gun now pointing at my face. I grabbed the boy by his shirt and yanked him around behind me. Summer caught him and shoved him further. The swift movements knocked the thief off balance, and I whapped him in the temple with my asp.
And just like that, it was over. Adam stepped into the stairwell and calmly wrapped zip ties around the unconscious criminals. I could hear footsteps climbing up from below.
“Did we get them all?” I asked between panting breaths.
Adam nodded. “Trace needs medical attention, but it’s minor. How are you two?”
Summer held up bloody fists, but they didn’t look too bad. Adam limped to the stairs to tie my guy as three cops and a sobbing woman reached us. The boy rushed to her, wide-eyed, his relief practically glowing blue. While the cops took possession of the criminals, Hurley approached us.
“Thank you. That would have ended much worse without you guys.”
“All in a day’s work,” Adam quipped lamely.
“You’ll have to come down to the station for statements.”
We agreed to do so. Hurley said something about the media getting hold of the story, but I didn’t think it would matter. We’d done stuff like this before, and never scored higher than page six. I didn’t think this would be any different.
I was so wrong.




Chapter Two


“ Today’s News  Magazine wants to do a feature on us.”
I stopped dead halfway to the coffeemaker and stared at Adam, who’d slouched his lanky body in one of the hard plastic chairs. “What?”
“They got hold of the jewel heist story and called to set up interviews.”
“Wow.” I grabbed a mug from the cabinet. “That should help business, huh?” The international magazine was young, a surprising success in the age of information overload, and a rival to Time and Newsweek. But Adam wasn’t happy. I sensed apprehension and even a little fear. “What’s wrong?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know if that level of publicity is good for us. It’s not like we’re a for-profit corporation or something.”
Trace piped up from the battered recliner in the corner. “There’s nothing wrong with profit, man. My landlord’s breathing down my neck.”
Kirby, leaning against the cabinet in the corner across from Trace, telephone pressed to her ear, grimaced. “I thought you took care of that?”
“Yeah, in May. Funny thing about rent. They make you pay it every month.” He stretched, his worn T-shirt riding high on his abdomen. I saw Kirby’s eyes latch on to the sight and hid my smile when she jerked her gaze away.
“Who are you on hold with?” Summer asked Kirby.
I nudged her away from the coffee pot, then heaved a sigh when I saw the switch was off and the brew was cold.
“The company that held my student loan. I transferred it to another bank, and they’re pretending they never got the money.” Kirby tapped her pen on the counter top. “Jerks.”
Adam cleared his throat. “We should have the recovery fee from the jewelry store’s insurance company by the end of the week. But that’s not what I’m concerned about.”
The room echoed with a group groan. Adam’s concerns were often counter to our own. The recovery fee was more than our usual monthly budget, but it wouldn’t cover living expenses for any of us, never mind all of us. We all worked other jobs, usually consecutively or freelance, because few employers were patient with us taking off at a moment’s notice, no matter who we were saving.
There wasn’t a big call for private sector superheroing, and most of what we did was last-second work that often got us nothing in return.
“Publicity could get us some money-making jobs,” Trace said.
“Maybe even a benefactor!” Kirby’s eyes shone. She had this idea that some rich person could bankroll us so we could stop pinching pennies.
“Real life isn’t a comic book.” Adam’s voice was more than cautious. It bordered on depressed.
I finished preparing a new pot of coffee and flipped the switch, then turned to watch Adam. I hated how this stuff got to him. It wasn’t like he’d had a dream to run a superhero agency. He’d been a misfit who happened to meet another misfit, who heard about another, and so on, until we wound up here. But he’d really taken on the burden of leading us. I wanted him to have a chance to live a life, instead of bunking down at HQ several times a week and spending his free time filling out grant applications so we could make and maintain our gear.
Kirby started talking into the phone, apparently off hold, and Trace picked up a piece of the newspaper from the floor next to the chair.
“How can it hurt?” I asked.
Adam’s eyes met mine, and he suddenly went normal. The first time I understood what that meant, my brother had stopped being angry at his losing football team and started being angry at me for standing in front of the TV. But even though he yelled and pushed me out of the way, I couldn’t see his anger at all. Physically, it was a relief.
Emotionally, it was terrifying.
I couldn’t read him, but it was obvious his concerns had to do at least partly with me. I didn’t know why a magazine interview would put me—or all of us, including me—in danger, but for some reason he thought it would. I was about to ask when Summer, oblivious to the silent communication between me and our “boss,” changed the subject.
“Hey, I’m having a dinner party on Saturday. I want all of you and your SOs. You’ll bring Ian, right?” she said to me. “I hope he doesn’t bag out again.”
It was the first time someone had mentioned Ian in front of me since we’d broken up, and it must have shown on my face. Summer covered her open mouth with her hand. “Oh, no! What happened?”
I shrugged, wishing we didn’t have to do this here, but it was too late. Trace had looked up from his paper. Adam’s face was a total blank. Kirby seemed torn between yelling at the person on the phone and listening to us.
“He broke up with me,” I admitted.
“When?”
“A few days ago. The day of the jewelry heist, actually.”
“Oh, Dale. I’m so sorry.” She hugged me, then dragged me over to the table. “Tell us.”
I sat again, resigned to rehashing the whole mess. Or rather, non-mess. “It’s no big deal,” I lied, but my friends knew me too well. They aimed identical scowls at me, and Trace even flexed his whole upper body.
“He just…fell for someone else. Kind of.” I explained Ian’s logic.
“Idiot,” Trace said.
“Heartless bastard,” was Summer’s assessment. Kirby nodded from the corner.
“I can’t blame him,” I said, kind of meaning it. “He’s right. If he’s that excited about someone else, he’s never going to feel more strongly about me.”
“Bullshit.”
I jumped. I didn’t think I’d ever heard Adam say that word before. His aura wasn’t visible, so I had no idea what emotions fed the curse, but his blue eyes shone at me for a second before he turned away.
“If he really knew you,” he said quietly, “feelings for someone else wouldn’t even be possible. You’re better off without the douchebag.”
“Asshat,” Trace threw in.
Kirby covered the phone and contributed, “Big bag of dicks.”
Adam smirked a little and folded his arms. I was a little lost for words. The insults and support I’d expected, but Adam’s sweetness took me by surprise.
“Did you love him?” Summer asked softly.
I shrugged. “We weren’t together long enough to know that.”
“But you were practically living together. You’ve been dating for months. His mother loved you.”
Kirby slammed the phone down. “There’s no checklist for that shit, Summer. If she didn’t know, she didn’t know. Probably she didn’t love him, or she’d be blubbering into your shoulder and holding out her coffee for a slug of whiskey.”
I managed a chuckle. “She’s right. I’m okay. It’s no big deal.”
Trace stood. “Don’t worry, Dale. I’ll be your date for Summer’s dinner party.”
“What happened to Jill?” Kirby asked him.
“Drifted. Haven’t talked to her in weeks. She’s too high maintenance.” He leered at Summer. “I’m waiting for Summer to come to her senses. With her skills, I’ll fall in love with the first—” He ducked the spoon she threw at him. Trace was constantly asking how fast Summer could do a hand job. She used to get really ticked off, but now just pretended to be. She was in a serious relationship, her first one ever, and I suspected her “skills” might have come into play.
“Thanks, Trace, but I don’t need charity. I can handle a dinner party on my own.” But all of a sudden, I wanted to cry. I hadn’t cried the day Ian dumped me, or any day or night after that. It wasn’t so much losing Ian that hurt, as the loneliness that came with that loss.
I didn’t want to admit that, didn’t want the pity they’d offer, so I turned my attention to Kirby, who shimmered with anger.
“No resolution with the loan company, huh?”
That started her on a tirade that lasted until she and Trace left for their day jobs and Adam disappeared into his office, which was no bigger than a broom closet.
Summer and I left together. She had a weaponless combat class to teach, but had enough time to bring up Ian again.
“Are you sure you’re okay? You say it, but don’t seem it.”
“I am, really.” I grabbed my backpack and headed for the front door. The tile floor was cracked, and I kicked a piece across the lobby, hoping to distract her. But it was Kirby who was always striving to get us improvements, and Summer wouldn’t be distracted.
“Why don’t you come with me tonight? You could use a workout, I bet. Some cute guys in that class, too.”
“Nah, really, I’m not ready to get fixed up again already.”
“It’s just eye candy. And maybe hand candy.” She winked.
“I don’t think…” I trailed off. When I did think, working out seemed like a better idea than going home and making my way to the bottom of a pint of ice cream. When your superpowers were the non-physical kind, it was always prudent to keep in shape and improve your skills.
Since Summer could move her arms and legs faster than the eye could see, her class was very popular with local law enforcement as well as FBI, CIA, and NSA field agents. She did a lot of one-on-one, and though no one could keep up with her, they still improved their own skills so they could best anyone else they went hand-to-hand with. They sparred with each other while they waited their turn with her, and I sometimes joined in. Maybe grappling with a sweaty, hard male body would be good for me in more ways than one.
“Okay, but don’t let Eugene near me today.”
“I don’t think he’ll be there, don’t worry.” She hailed a cab, and a few minutes later, we walked into the Side Street Gym.
And were immediately accosted by Eugene.
“Hey, Summer. The class is overflowing tonight. You’ll be here forever.” He came around the counter and slouched along next to me back to the locker room entrances. “Hiya, Daley. Haven’t seen you in a while. What am I feeling today? Can you guess?”
“I don’t guess, Eugene.” I didn’t want to feel his icky feelings. He lusted after Summer to a degree I’d never detected in anyone, and with an intensity I had a hard time blocking. It was like he was trying to channel through me. He loved the “Guess what I’m feeling?” game and I’d stupidly gone along the first couple of times. Now he wouldn’t stop.
“Well, of course I know you don’t guess. I’m in a good mood, though. Know why?” He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Tell me why.”
I followed Summer into the locker room and glanced back over my shoulder. “I’m not a mind-reader, either. And I really don’t want to get inside your emotions today. Thanks, anyway.”
My sarcasm was totally lost on him. “Sure, sure, Daley. Bad day, huh? Not as bad as last week though!” He shoved at the glasses again, peering around the slowly closing door. “Maybe next time!”
“Not if I can help it,” I muttered, slinging my bag onto a bench.
“Sorry.” Summer cast a glance at me, but I just shrugged.
“Not unexpected.” I started changing, annoyed when Summer “warmed up” by taking her clothes off and putting on her workout gear in about ten seconds.
“I’ll meet you out there!” she called, whipping her hair into a ponytail and jogging through the side door into the gym.
“Yeah, fine,” I muttered, pulling on a sport bra and shorts and lacing up a pair of sneakers. Just to be ornery, I took my time putting my wavy, dark-blond hair up in a knot. Summer usually tried not to use her abilities when it wasn’t necessary, at least around other people. I wondered what she was so eager to get to.
I entered the gym where she was addressing a mixed group that was heavy on the men. She made eye contact with every person except one, and her entire body projected personal emotion for the dark-haired, well-built guy on her left. Insightful people watching closely would probably read her body language as antipathy, but the lavender glow told me it was desire. And he returned the feeling.
I blocked the auras before I could see any more. It was almost automatic. Desire, lust, attraction were the emotions I was least comfortable seeing. Even though they appeared no differently than any other emotion, it was too intimate, too personal, and not something I wanted to explore.
I could forgive Summer for ditching me. He was a near-perfect specimen. But what about Frank, her boyfriend? I ignored her introduction, which I could recite for her, and studied the new guy. He stood like a lot of the men, with his feet braced a couple of feet apart and his arms folded across his broad chest. He wore a very faded navy blue T-shirt with cracked yellow FBI letters, but I didn’t think he was law enforcement. At least, not anymore. He was full of confidence, and I detected no swagger in him. But he wasn’t here for training. The fact that I could tell that meant he was projecting very strongly, and it wasn’t hard to figure out why. As I watched, his purple tinge swelled in certain areas, but darkened to gray in others.
He wasn’t just interested in Summer, he was suspicious of her.
A few minutes later, Summer had arranged us in sparring groups with four men and a woman in each. She walked around for a minute to get us all started, then began one-on-ones, fighting at about half speed and taking every one of her partners.
I’d managed to finesse my way into FBI Guy’s group. He was a natural leader, easily taking charge without offending anyone. Well, not right away, anyway.
“Nice to meet you all. I’m Evan. Jim, Mark, you attack me. Split my focus. Tom, you work with Haley there.”
“Daley,” Tom corrected him, grinning at me. “And I think you might want to switch that around.”
Evan frowned. “Switch what around?”
“The partners. Maybe you and I should take on Daley, and Jim and Mark can spar.”
“Whatever you guys want is fine with me.” I didn’t want to get into a pissing match with anyone today. I was just here for a workout.
But Tom and I had attended several classes together, and sometimes worked out with the free weights at the same time. He had respect for me, which I appreciated even if I’d only earned it by putting him on the mat with my knee in his neck.
“All right,” Evan finally said. “Let’s do it.”
I ignored the cheesy, overused line and closed my eyes. Tom’s amusement was a yellowy shimmer on my right, Evan’s lavender and gray on my left, now tinged with brownish confusion. I liked using my skill in a fight like this. I could see the emotion because it was generated by the situation, not by me personally. It also masked any perceived disadvantages, like how much taller they were than my five-four.
If I were mugged, of course, I likely wouldn’t have the luxuries I had here. For instance, the muggers would probably attack much sooner than these two, instead of wasting time circling me, one teasing, the other wary.
“Come on, guys. We don’t have all night.”
They obeyed me instantly, rushing me from front and back. I waited until the last second, feinted left, and dodged right. Their auras had told me exactly how far away they were, something easier to gauge for me that way than by sight. The human eye often misjudged speed and distance, and though a lot of people who got physical on a daily basis adjusted, I never had been able to. Not to the level I needed to be as a superhero. So I just adapted my super skill for the situation.
When I ducked right, I spun around behind Evan, whose right arm had clamped around Tom instead of me. He didn’t hesitate but spun to his own right, trying to circle around behind me. I dove forward, under Tom’s cocked left arm—he was a fist-fighter and liked to do things the heavy-duty way—and punched my fist into his groin as I went. He wore a cup, but reacted as if he wasn’t. As he jerked to protect his treasures, I shoved him in the direction he’d started to move. He stumbled but didn’t fall.
Evan was still behind me, still reaching. I hadn’t pushed Tom in the right direction to get in Evan’s way, so I reversed direction and slipped past Evan on his right, using my left foot to catch his ankle. He went down on one knee. I opened my eyes, slammed the heel of my hand into the side of his head, and followed him down with my knee to his neck.
“You like that move, don’t you?” Tom said from behind me. But he’d been too engrossed in his own humor. The fight wasn’t over as long as he was standing.
I came up fast, the back of my head slamming into his face, then reached up and around his neck to yank him down to the ground while he howled.
“You broke my damn nose!” He covered it with his tented hands and rolled on the floor.
“Don’t be such a baby,” I scoffed, but he was really writhing, his yellow turned to a bright, hot red. I knelt next to him. “Tom, I’m sorry, I didn’t think I hit you that hard.”
Like lightning, his hand flew up and grabbed me on the back of my neck, flipping me over his body and rolling so he half-covered me.
“That’s the problem with women,” he said, grinning. “Too much compassion.”
“If you were a real attacker, I wouldn’t care,” I told him. “I’d have kicked you in the head.”
“Good point.” He jumped up and held his hand out for me.
I glanced around. Evan was back in his Mr. Clean position, folded arms making his chest and shoulders bulge. Jim and Mark reclined on the floor next to him. All three were watching Summer now.
I moved up next to Tom to see what was happening. She was the center of a circle, taking on all five attackers in her first group. It was incredible to watch.
Summer’s abilities have to do with the contraction of her muscles or something. The smaller the muscle and the lighter the weight, the faster she could move. So running was above average, but she was no Flash. Kicking was a little faster, but still visible.
But her arms and hands were the amazing part. She moved around and across the circle, fast but not so fast her opponents couldn’t catch her. She kicked, and one guy deflected the move, to cheers from the watchers. Spun away from another, and found a third in her face. But when he aimed a punch, her arms blurred as she blocked it, brought his arm down and to the side, then up behind his back. She finished with a push that knocked him into the group, and applause erupted.
Flushed, Summer shook her head. “You’re supposed to be working, not watching. Next group.”
That was us. Evan bent his head a little toward me as we walked across the room.
“You work with Summer at HQ, don’t you?”
“Yes.” It wasn’t a secret, but I didn’t like saying even that much, not without knowing why he was suspicious of her.
“I want to talk to you after class.”
I stopped walking, but he and the others continued to the mat where Summer waited. What was that about? Was he going to try to get an in with me because he was interested in her? Or did he think I’d tell him something he could use against her?
I wished I could talk to her, but she was already setting us up. I knew from experience that she’d be held up long after class was over, with half the attendees—it was hard to think of these people as students—clamoring for a little extra attention or assistance.
“Go.”
I focused on the group and tried not to think about Evan and what he wanted. Summer was at her mid-point: not yet tired, but not fresh and smooth, either. She’d have more trouble taking us all on.
Tom and Jim, more experienced in fighting her, moved in first. She dropped Jim to the mat and got a fist on the side of Tom’s head before he backed off without landing any of his own. While her attention was still on Tom, Evan tried to sweep her legs. He’d obviously noticed that was her weak point, and he was right. But also wrong, because weak was relative. She jumped before his leg reached hers, simply lifting her feet without moving her body. When he was off-balance, she knocked him down.
He bounced right back up, his eyes gleaming, and I realized I was more intent on watching than on participating. Mark, next to me, bounced on the balls of his feet, waiting for his chance. When Summer turned toward us he charged, his shoulder down, aiming for her midsection. She dodged, and he missed. She grinned at me, and I, knowing her real weakness, just waited. When she’d turned to deal with Mark and Evan, who were double-teaming her, I moved slowly up behind her, grabbed her ponytail, and tugged.
She fell, her arms still holding off Mark and Evan, one foot kicking out at Tom, but fell nonetheless, flat on her back. She glared at me, then smoothly got to her feet.
“Daley just demonstrated my favorite lesson. That sometimes girl-fighting is the best. Most fighting men, like you guys, don’t even think about hair-pulling or scratching or biting, because you’re macho and can do it all with your fists or strength. Even those of you who prefer finesse”—she nodded at Evan—“still don’t think of the less honorable techniques. But as you just saw, pulling someone’s hair, especially when they seem invincible, can put them right where you want them so you can get the upper hand. Okay, let’s go again.”
The fight resumed with more determination and earnestness. I stayed on the sidelines and watched, amused, as all the guys except Evan kept trying to grab Summer’s chestnut ponytail. She kept the thing twitching and moving and even when Tom got his hand on her, she jerked her head and it slid right through his fingers.
After a few minutes, I joined back in. I was here for exercise and training, after all, and standing around wasn’t getting me any fitter. Summer got me in the cheek hard enough to make my nose water, but I avoided her leg-sweep and even jabbed her in the side before she halted us and called in the next group. The five of us took turns sparring with each other for another half hour, giving each other pointers and bruises and an overall excellent workout.
I cornered Evan by the water cooler after Summer dismissed the class. He glanced impatiently over my shoulder, but Summer had a line of at least four people waiting to talk to her. She always did.
“What do you want with her?” I mopped my face and neck with a towel while I watched his colors go even murkier.
“With who?”
I didn’t correct his grammar, though my mother’s voice whispered through my head going, “With whom…”
“You know who.” I moved toward the water cooler, but he didn’t budge. So I shoved him out of the way. “It’s pretty obvious you want something.” I snatched a paper cone from the holder and filled it.
“Then it should be obvious what I want.” He tried a leer, and even with as little as I knew about him, and as mixed as his emotions were, I knew he was too noble for that crap.
“That’s the thing. I know you want her, but you also want…what, to put her in jail?”
He scoffed into his cup, and I narrowed my eyes. “Worse?”
“Look, Haley—”
“Daley.”
“Yeah, whatever. I don’t think it’s your business what I want with your friend.” He crumpled his cup and tossed it, hard, into the can next to the cooler.
I cocked my head. “Would it be your business if I wanted something from your sister?”
I was ready for him to say he didn’t have a sister, but he paused with a flare of orange anxiety. Then he nodded.
“Fair point. Okay. I don’t want to throw your friend in jail. As far as I know, she hasn’t done anything wrong. Whatever I do want from her, that’s her decision, not yours.”
“Of course it is.” I wondered what else could make him suspicious, if not for Summer herself. I couldn’t think of anything off the top of my head, so I focused on the other. “She has a boyfriend. A serious one.”
Evan stared down at me, his face inscrutable, his murky aura unchanging. The anxious flare had faded. He didn’t care that she had a boyfriend. My eyes narrowed as I contemplated him. He was perhaps the most emotionally complex male I had ever encountered.
“Why did you want to talk to me?”
He turned away. “Forget it.”
I raised an eyebrow. Had he expected me to be willing to dish dirt on my friend, and when I wasn’t, I lost my appeal? Or was it something else?
After a few minutes, when it was clear Summer was going to be a while, Evan left. He didn’t speak to anyone on his way out of the room, including me. He didn’t bother with the locker room, and he had no bag. If he hadn’t been dressed appropriately, I’d think his attendance of the class had been spur-of-the-moment. It was clear that he’d been here for only one purpose, anyway.
I wondered what the hell that purpose was.




Chapter Three


Today’s News, July 21 st

The group sitting around the battered Formica table in the HQ break room looks nothing like the classic Justice League members. No tights or Lycra. No brilliant primary colors, lassos of truth, or even capes. This five-member team looks like a study group of post-graduate students at any college in the country.
“So, who wants to tell me a little of the history of the organization?” The reporter for Today’s News, Caitlyn Munroe, was very young and very perky. Neither would matter much if I didn’t feel ancient after a sleepless night, and if it weren’t half-before-coffee in the morning.
No one responded immediately, as Caitlyn perched on the counter next to the molasses-slow coffee machine and expectantly scanned the room.
Summer was nearly as perky as the reporter, but she and I were the newest members of HQ and not the best people to answer. Trace had his head pillowed on his arms, and Kirby looked as disgruntled as I was.
“Adam should,” I finally said. “It’s his organization.” But Adam hadn’t wanted to do the interview, and I thought he was indulging in a little silent protest.
He shot me a look, then finally sat forward. The coffeemaker gave its “I’m done!” burp and I leapt up, tuning them all out while I made my coffee and sucked down half a scalding mug.

The leader, Adam Tarantino, sits like a slacker and is reluctant to talk about himself. The others reveal that he began HQ six years ago when he met Trace Kovalch, now 28, and Kirby March, 27. Two years older than Trace, Adam took him under his wing when Trace finished a marathon looking as fresh as he began it. He revealed his own impenetrable skin and super hearing, apparently the result of an experimental drug his mother took while pregnant.
“I had the idea of going into business,” Trace offered when Adam remained silent. “But Adam had the brains and determination to actually do it.”
“And he had me,” Kirby spoke up. “Trace and I knew each other in college, and he knew what I can do. As soon as Adam met me, he launched HQ.”
Caitlyn scribbled on her pad, then looked at me. “And you’ve been with HQ…?”
“Summer and I joined at the same time. About two years ago.”
Caitlyn scribbled some more. “Okay, let’s back up a little. Adam, what did you hope to accomplish with HQ?”

Though he was careful to talk around it, it seemed clear that Tarantino’s main purpose was giving a home to those like him, with special powers no one else could understand. The purpose turned outward almost immediately, however, when they realized they could help others with little danger to themselves.
“What was the first mission each of you went on?” Caitlyn asked.
I tried to fade into the background with my coffee. My first mission had been an embarrassment. I wasn’t at
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