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PART ONE
POWER
Chapter 1
Want and Can
The wooden porch of Uncle Adam’s two-story house creaked under the weight of two men and their disappointments. Augusta, Georgia, stretched out before them in the late afternoon heat, pine trees and overgrown lots creating a natural barrier between neighbors. You could barely see the Johnsons’ place through the thick canopy of leaves, and that was how folks liked it around here. Privacy meant survival.
Eric Whitman sat on the porch steps, his elbows on his knees, and his fingers splayed out in front of him like he was trying to conduct an invisible orchestra. At six-foot-two with a slender but muscular build, he filled out the space between the porch railings. His blonde hair caught the late afternoon light, and his blue eyes were fixed with intense concentration on the energy dancing between his fingers. The sharp line of his chin was set with determination, while his thick eyebrows furrowed in frustration. Small sparks of crystal energy flickered between his fingertips, not the explosive blasts that had gotten him in trouble earlier, but tiny, controlled bursts of power. They danced from thumb to pinkie and back again, a light show that lasted maybe three seconds before fizzling out.
“Damn,” Eric muttered, shaking his hands out and trying again.
Behind him, Uncle Adam rocked slowly in his weathered chair, a tall glass of sweet tea sweating in his hands. The elderly man’s full gray hair was matched by an equally gray beard, both neatly trimmed despite his relaxed demeanor. He’d made the tea the proper Georgia way, so much sugar stirred in that crystals had formed at the bottom of the glass, creating a sweet sludge that would make most folks’ teeth ache just looking at it. He’d been watching this same routine for the past hour, Eric trying to make his powers behave, failing, cursing, and trying again, and there was a knowing grin on his lined face.
“Didn’t they teach you anything in the military?” Adam asked, his voice carrying that particular brand of amusement that came from watching someone struggle with something that should be simple.
Eric’s shoulders tensed. The military. He’d spent two years wearing a small silver pin on his left lapel, a circle with a diagonal line through it, the kind of thing most people didn’t notice until they did. The Dud pin. That’s what the enlisted men called it, though the official designation was Restricted Powers Classification. It meant he had abilities but wasn’t cleared to use them: too dangerous, too uncontrolled, a liability in the field. There was a whole unit of them on base, men and women who possessed powers but couldn’t manage them well enough to deploy. They handled administrative work. They filed papers. They stood on the edge of exercises and watched.
The regular infantry didn’t want them because they weren’t normal. The powered units didn’t want them because they couldn’t be trusted. So the Dud Patrol existed in the space between, useful enough to keep around, problematic enough to mark. He could still hear the sound of men laughing in the mess hall the afternoon his powers fired unexpectedly and blew out every window on the east side of the barracks. Not the laughter of surprise. The laughter of confirmation.
“Once they figured out I couldn’t fully control my powers, they put me on a desk,” Eric said. The crystal sparks between his fingers sputtered and died. “Paperwork duty. For the safety of the unit, they said.”
“Mm-hmm.” Adam took a long sip of his sweet tea, the sugar crystals clinking against the glass. “And now?”
“Now what?”
“You still wanna be a hero?”
The question hung in the humid air like the smell of magnolia blossoms. Eric stopped trying to control the sparks and stared out at the tree line. A mockingbird was cycling through its repertoire somewhere in the distance, stealing songs from every other bird in the neighborhood.
“I’ve wanted to be a hero my whole life,” Eric said, his voice quiet but firm. “Ever since my powers came in when I was sixteen. That’s all I ever wanted to be.”
“Want and can are two different things, boy.”
“I know that.” Eric’s hands clenched into fists, and frost formed around his knuckles. He caught himself, forced his hands to relax, and watched the ice melt away. “But I can’t just give up.”
“Nobody’s saying give up. I’m saying maybe you’re thinking about this all wrong.”
Eric turned to look at his uncle. Adam Whitman was pushing seventy, with a full head of gray hair and laugh lines carved deep around his eyes. He’d spent thirty years working construction, building other people’s dreams, and somehow he’d managed to keep his sense of humor intact. Eric had always wondered how.
“What do you mean?”
“You got more raw power than any of those golden boys flying around on TV. We both seen it. Half the neighborhood’s seen it.” Adam gestured toward the street where Eric’s out-of-control crystal blasts had left scorch marks on the pavement that morning. “But you’re trying to play their game.”
“It’s the only game there is.”
“Says who?” Adam’s eyes gleamed with the look of a man who’d spent decades figuring out how to work around rules instead of through them. “Those other heroes have whole teams behind them. Captain Thunder doesn’t just show up and wing it. He’s got people doing the thinking so he can do the smashing.”
Eric hadn’t considered that. On television, the heroes always arrived alone, swooping in with perfect timing and flawless execution. But now that Uncle Adam mentioned it...
“You need to find yourself the right kind of partner,” Adam continued. “Someone who can do the detail work while you handle what you’re good at: raw power. Let them figure out the how. You just show up and do what you do.”
Eric felt a spark of something that might have been hope. “You think that could work?”
“Play smarter, not harder. Find someone who’s got what you’re missing. Someone who needs what you’ve got.”
“How do I find someone like that?”
Adam’s grin widened. “Trust me, they’re out there. You just gotta know where to look.”
The mockingbird in the distance switched to imitating a train whistle, its voice rising and falling in perfect mechanical precision. Eric listened to it for a moment. Maybe he’d been approaching this all wrong. Maybe instead of trying to be everything, he just needed to be good at one thing.
“Where would I even start?”
“When I was in the war,” Adam said, swirling the sweet tea in his glass, “I saw how different folks handled their abilities under pressure. The Black soldiers, they had something we didn’t. Had to be more resourceful. Couldn’t rely on raw strength or flashy moves. They thought three steps ahead, used what they had in ways nobody else would think of.”
“There’s a neighborhood not far from here,” Adam continued, gesturing vaguely east. “Tight-knit community. People there have got skills they can’t use openly. But they’re sharp, Eric. Sharper than most of us ever had to be. You find the right person from that community, someone who needs what you can offer, and you might just have yourself a real partnership.”
Eric nodded slowly. The crystal sparks between his fingers started up again, small and controlled, lasting almost ten seconds before fading away.
Maybe it was time to stop trying to do everything himself.
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