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Chapter One: Normalcy

The pitter-patter of feet echoed across the hard floor. Kimi panted, taking a moment to catch her breath as she paused at an intersection in front of her. Her brown hair was pulled back into a small ponytail. She let out a huff, blowing a few strands of purple colored hair out of her face. 

Her eyes scanned the long corridors of the maze that were laid out in front of her, trying to pick from the different options. Her brain ran through the possible routes she could take. As long as she or Mia made it to the center, they would win. 

Kimi turned left, keeping track of her progress and making predictions in her head. The sound of another set of footsteps reached her ears, heavy and coming fast. Kimi needed to hide quickly. That meant using her natural and very extraterrestrial ability. 

Kimi shape-shifted.

Pressure filled her limbs as her body compressed. Lace wings and antennae sprouted, relieving a small amount of the pressure. She perched on the wall as a tiny fly.

An older woman came around the bend, her high ponytail bouncing as she jogged. Her body was lean and well-muscled for someone her age. She stopped at the intersection and scanned the walls of the maze.

“A valiant effort, Kimi,” she declared, smiling at the fly. “But, you’ve just been caught.”

Kimi flew from the wall and shifted back to her regular form.

“How did you know I was there?” Kimi inquired. “I barely made a move.”

“A feeling,” she answered. “And no fly stays that still.”

“That’s not a very practical strategy, Coach Mattie” Kimi mumbled.

They were quickly joined by another girl with messy, raven hair and bright green eyes.

“So you got caught, too?” she guessed.

Kimi nodded stiffly. “Apparently Coach Mattie had a ‘feeling,’ which seems a little impractical.”

The girl shrugged. “Maybe, but it can happen. It’s like that itch you get when you feel like someone’s watching you.”

“It still seems really unlikely, Mia,” Kimi argued.

“Unlikely isn’t impossible,” Coach Mattie pointed out.

“But why would anyone in a combat scenario trust some feeling they can’t pinpoint over logical reason?” Kimi asked. 

“Because logic is predictable,” Coach Mattie stated. “It’s a dangerous tool that anyone can utilize if they have enough information. Now, let’s get to the waiting area. Some of your other teammates still need to run the maze.” 

Coach Mattie led the way out of the maze. Kimi’s gaze wandered all over until she noticed the way Mia favored her right leg as she walked. Mia had been walking that way for two years, despite the fact that the gunshot wound responsible for her injury had long since healed. The only remnant of it was a nasty scar. Kimi shuddered at the reminder of their escapade.

Six other teens were waiting as they exited the maze. Each teen wore a white uniform with a blue and purple patch, marking them as members of Domino Squad.

Argo, the oldest of their group, watched as they approached. He was a slim but muscular boy with tousled dark brown hair and a pair of sharp navy eyes.

“Argo,” Coach Mattie said authoritatively. “You and Lyall are running next.” 

Argo nodded. Lyall, a boy with dark curly hair and a football player’s build, stood up and gave him a good-natured nudge with his elbow.

“C’mon, Nix,” Lyall said with a grin. “Maybe we’ll beat Tella-K and Glacier’s score.”

Kimi noticed the brief smirk that crossed Argo’s face upon hearing his nickname. 

“I seriously doubt it,” Argo replied with a slight chuckle. “We’ve never gotten close.” 

“You’re too pessimistic,” Lyall said with a fake pout.

“No, you’re just too optimistic,” Argo retorted. 

“Get to the start,” Coach Mattie ordered. “Kimi, Mia, your score was eighteen out of twenty-five. The first obstacles were fine, but you started making mistakes in the maze. Splitting up was your downfall.”

The two girls nodded and sat down with the others. Mia sat down between her siblings, Lilly and Sam. Lilly was fourteen, just a year older than Kimi. A mop of blonde curls covered her face, but Kimi knew she was scanning whatever was on the screen of her tablet furiously, her eyes basically nothing but a pair of hazel blurs. Sam was Kimi’s age, had a head of ratty, red hair, and was the scrawniest of them all. He looked at Mia with a set of eyes identical to hers.

“Hey, Gene!”

Kimi turned upon hearing her own nickname. The girl who called to Kimi was of smaller stature and her black hair was tightly curled. She waved her over with a toothy smile. Kimi’s muscles relaxed as she settled next to her on the floor.

“Hey, Alex,” Kimi said with a small smile. 

“How well did you do?” Alex asked. 

“Coach Mattie gave us an eighteen. She said Mia and I shouldn’t have split up.” 

“I swear, no one’s going to beat that score!” Alex exclaimed. “How did Mia and Bianca do it? I swear, they’re way too good at sneaking around.”

“We learned in the field,” a white-haired girl said plainly. “And we know each other’s limits.” 

Alex cringed. “Sorry, Bianca,” she replied. “I didn’t mean to bring it up.” 

“It’s fine,” Bianca said with a wave of her hand.

Bianca was a pale girl, from her hair to her icy eyes. She often wore a serious and dignified expression, usually only cracking a smile around their squad. As they waited for Argo and Lyall, Bianca busied herself with a coloring book she had stored in her backpack. Next to her, Mia had pulled out a swatch of fabric, carefully embroidering a pattern.

Lilly peeked over Bianca’s shoulder, scanning her coloring page. “Did you get that from the last city run?” she asked. 

Bianca shook her head. “Got it a couple weeks ago. Mom got me some new pencils too.” 

“When is the next city run?” Sam inquired, not bothering to look up from the book in his lap.

“My mom said it would be just before the holidays,” Bianca answered. 

“Any of you gonna go on the run?” Mia asked. 

“Lyall and I are planning on going,” Alex replied. “I need to see what decorations I can get for Tet.” 

“That’s the lunar new year, right?” Lilly inquired. 

Alex nodded. “My parents and I are trying to get some new stuff for the family shrine.” 

“You’re a third-gen hybrid, right?” Kimi asked. 

“Yup,” Alex confirmed, popping the “p.” “My dad’s mom was born in Vietnam, then immigrated here after her powers developed.”  

They continued to chat as they waited for Argo and Lyall’s run to end. When the buzzer finally rang, the two boys left the maze, followed by Coach Mattie. They waited eagerly for their score, only to groan: they received a twenty out of twenty-five. Mia and Bianca’s record remained intact. 

They didn’t get time to rest. Coach Mattie quickly put them into sparring pairs for the last few minutes of their training session. Upon their dismissal they ran to the locker rooms, eager to get out of their sweaty uniforms. A quiet buzz of activity filled the room as the girls retrieved all of their belongings.

“So, what are you guys doing for the holidays?” Alex asked as she packed her bag. 

“We’re meeting up with Bianca and Sarai for Christmas,” Mia answered, slipping into a blue hoodie. 

“That’s the second year now,” Alex commented. “Sounds like a new tradition.” 

“Hey, the more the merrier,” Lilly stated with a shrug. 

“What about your family, Kimi?” Bianca asked. 

“We don’t do much,” Kimi said softly. “It’s just me and my dad, so we just put up decorations and exchange gifts…it’s not like what you all do…” 

“Who says it has to be?” Mia replied. “We didn’t do much for Christmas when we lived with Mr. Angelo.” 

“You and I remember Christmas with Mr. Angelo very differently,” Lilly piped. “I distinctly remember having snowball fights in the park every year where I kicked your butt.” 

A dirty shirt went flying across the room and hit Lilly in the head.

“You’re misremembering those snowball fights,” Mia proclaimed.

The two sisters continued to joke around, pulling the others into the shenanigans. Gym clothes went flying, and the girls laughed when Alex weaponized her deodorant against them. 

Bianca glanced down at her watch when they finally settled down. “We gotta go. The tunnel’s gonna close soon.” 

“Aw, but I was just about to get back at Mia,” Lilly whined. 

“In your dreams,” Mia replied, clapping Lilly on the back. “The oldest always wins, Lil.” 

The girls laced up their boots and bundled up in their winter gear. The boys were waiting for them outside. The eight of them huddled together as they left the shelter of their school. The pristine white building fit in with their snow-covered surroundings. They took a moment to enjoy the sight of the sunset, wanting to cherish their time on the surface.

A large and weather-beaten shed stood in the shadow of the school. Upon opening the door, they were greeted with a stone staircase, descending into the earth. Kimi smiled as she remembered how her father had been one of the geokinetic Hybrid-Humans responsible for creating the staircase and the tunnel it led to.

They followed the staircase downward, their path illuminated by orbs of light. Eventually, they reached the end of the stairs and followed the tunnel at the bottom, coming out in a large cave filled with stone and wood houses and three large, metal spaceships. None of them ever tired of the view of Meta-City as the orbs of light above them kept it bright. 

“Race you home!” Sam chanted to his sisters, taking off into the city. 

“Hey, no super speed!” Lilly called after him. 

“Well, see you guys tomorrow,” Mia said with a wave, following her siblings. “Wait for me!” 

The rest of Domino Squad made their way down the hill at a leisurely pace. As they walked through the city, Argo split off from them, taking a smaller road towards his house by the hydro-power plant. Bianca was the next to leave the group, taking the main road to the ship that had been turned into an apartment complex. 

“So, what are you doing for the holidays, Lyall?” Alex asked as they continued their journey. “You weren’t around when we were talking about it.” 

“My family and I are celebrating Kwanzaa with a few others families,” Lyall answered. “And we have our usual Christmas traditions.” 

“Sounds fun,” Alex replied. 

“Are you and your family heading to New York again this year?” Lyall inquired. “To celebrate the lunar new year with your dad’s family?” 

Alex nodded eagerly. “My aunt had a baby a few months ago, so I’m excited to meet him.” 

“Nice. Hey, Kimi, what about you?” Lyall asked. “Any family to visit?” 

“Oh…um,” Kimi started. “Well…see, my dad, he doesn’t really talk about any family outside of Meta-City…I don’t know much, just…you know. Well, I guess you don’t, but yeah, it’s just us. I guess I like it better that way, not that there’s anything wrong with you going to see your family, Alex. I mean—” 

“Relax, Kimi,” Alex interrupted, slinging an arm around Kimi’s shoulder. “There’s no right way to celebrate the holidays. Besides, leaving Meta-City for the holidays can be a bit of a hassle. It’s not for everybody.” 

“But, everybody else does it differently and I don’t really have any family to talk about besides my dad and…Well, isn’t that weird?” Kimi mumbled. 

“Not to us,” Lyall answered with a shrug. “That’s just how you are, and you’re our best friend. We wouldn’t want you any other way.” 

Kimi couldn’t think of a good response. It was an abrupt end to the conversation. Kimi saw Alex biting the inside of her lip while Lyall picked at his fingers. They did that a lot when they were trying to find a way to talk but couldn’t. Those were some of their ticks. 

Kimi noticed a lot of her teammates’ ticks. Sam would tap his hand against his leg. Lilly would mess with her curls. Argo would wring his hands. Mia would pick at her fingernails and Bianca would dig hers into the palms of her hands to hide any forming frost. Kimi’s face reddened when she realized that she’d made the conversation awkward for Lyall and Alex.

Alex let out a small chuckle. “So…do you guys wanna try and get together to do something over break?” 

“Anything in mind?” Lyall inquired. 

“Not really,” she answered with a shrug. “It could be the three of us, or the whole squad. Maybe we could convince everyone to go sledding.” 

A new conversation filled the space between them as Alex and Lyall brainstormed fun activities. Kimi occasionally added her own input and they were happy to run with her ideas.

Eventually, Lyall and Alex had to leave Kimi and head down their own streets. Kimi walked the rest of her journey home alone until she came to a stone house that stood two floors tall. The house may have looked a bit small, but it was the perfect size for the two-person family of her and her dad. 

The inside of the house was decorated with pictures of Kimi throughout her life. Her father, Alan Hart, was in almost every single picture with her. She paused to stare at one of oldest pictures of him. He was a tall man, with a broad frame, and long, dark hair that he kept in a low ponytail. In all honesty, he didn’t look all that different from how he did now. She shifted her gaze to the newer pictures, many of which included Domino Squad and their families, before heading in to get to work. 

Kimi walked into the living room to find her dad looking over blueprints that covered their coffee table. She sat down on the open seat next to him and started skimming over the different plans, listening as he muttered about different details.

“I thought all the building projects were finished,” Kimi stated. 

“More Hybrid-Humans have been arriving,” he replied offhand. “Mostly families with second-gen children. It’s getting crowded at City Hall.”

“Wow. I didn’t realize there were that many people finding the city,” Kimi said, cupping her chin.

“Yeah. I mean, some would come every so often, but now, there’s a bigger influx than ever,” Alan explained. “It’s strange. If the city keeps growing like this, this cavern is gonna get a little too cramped.” 

Kimi had a theory as to why there was such a large influx of families into the city. In her mind, it started with the Willuses.

Two years ago, their arrival had sent shock waves throughout the city. Mia and Sam had escaped from the Volshkat, bearing scars and scattered memories of years in captivity where they had been human lab rats. All of Meta-City learned just how far the Volshkat would go in their pursuit of weaponizing Hybrid-Humans. Then, Domino Squad did the impossible: they infiltrated a Volshkat station and successfully rescued Neo Parker and Dr. Raymond Willus.

Kimi theorized that their exploit had spurred some kind of awakening in their city, that people finally wanted to stop hiding. City runners began building networks in the cities, leaving trails for possible Hybrid-Humans to find.

Kimi shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe the city runners are just looking for more Hybrids,” she stated. “I have to go upstairs and do my school work.” 

“Something tells me ‘They’re just looking’ is a condensed version of what you’re thinking,” Alan replied with a smile. “I’ll call you down when dinner’s ready.”

Kimi hummed in acknowledgment as she made her way to her room upstairs. Her room was by no means grand. Her bed was pushed up against the wall draped in plain pink sheets. A full length mirror was standing against the opposite wall, next to her dresser. A few photos were taped to her wall. Some were taken by Mia, like the picture of Domino Squad standing together outside the school after it had been built. Others were older pictures of her father with a woman who was essentially an older version of Kimi.

She dropped her backpack at the foot of her bed, quickly shedding her heavy winter gear. Kimi plopped on her bed, crossing her legs, and making a cushion of pillows for her back. She spread her homework out in front of her, ready to get to work. Occasionally, Kimi’s mind wandered to her friends, wondering how they might be enjoying the evening with their own families.

Of course, Bianca, who had a family much like Kimi’s, enjoyed the serene atmosphere of her apartment in one of the alien ships. She prepared dinner with her mother, Sarai Edwards, a regal woman with silver hair and piercing gray eyes. Though both Bianca and Sarai had more frosty natures, they wore warm smiles in the confines of their home. 

“Bianca, mind helping me in the kitchen?” Sarai asked. 

“Sure, Mom,” Bianca replied, joining her mother by the stove.

“I just need you to chop up those carrots,” she said with a gesture of her head. 

Bianca dutifully picked up a knife and started chopping. Sarai stirred the contents of the pot, keeping a close eye for signs of burning. Neither minded the companionable silence.

“There’s more food than normal,” Bianca remarked as she diced the vegetables. “Is Grandma coming over tonight?”

Sarai nodded, keeping her gaze on the food. “You know, she’ll probably ask about your Christmas list,” she said with an innocent wave of her hand. “Is there anything in particular that you want? New books or art supplies or…?” 

“Mom,” Bianca replied with a small eye roll. “I told you. I’ll be happy with whatever you get me. Don’t use Grandma as an excuse to ask.” 

“Nothing? No secret Christmas list?” 

Bianca tossed a carrot at her mother with a mischievous smirk. “I’m fifteen. I’m too old for Christmas lists.”

Sarai sighed melodramatically. “Teenagers are impossible.” 

Another carrot was promptly launched at Sarai, bouncing off of her head and onto the floor.

Yet a calm household did not fit many of the other members of Domino Squad. While Bianca helped cook dinner, Lyall helped his mother in a very different way.

In the cozy, wooden, Campbell house chaos reigned as his mother, Marshae, wrangled a herd of energetic toddlers. Lyall did his best to help, balancing a little girl on his hip while setting the table for dinner. Children squealed in delight as they ran around the living room, keeping his mother in an endless game of chase. Her voluminous curls were a frizzy mess, but her eyes glowed with energy and contentment.

Marshae paused when she noticed her son watching. “Is the table all set?” she asked. 

“Almost, Mom,” Lyall replied. “Is Papap still asleep upstairs?” 

“Yes. I still have no idea how he sleeps through this,” Marshae said with a smile. “The parents will be here soon for pick-up.” 

“Alright. I’ll get started on dinner.” 

The little girl on Lyall’s hip ran off to join the others as soon as he set her feet back on the ground. 

“Thank you, Lyall,” Marshae said, placing a kiss to the crown of his head. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

“It’s no problem, Mom.” 

Lyall was no stranger to a house full of life, much like Argo, whose house had just as much excitement from little kids.

Argo chased two identical little girls near dozens of waterwheels placed next to a stone house. The girls flashed haughty smirks at him, pigtails bobbing as they ran. Argo was less enthused by their little game.

“C’mon, Nix,” one of them called tauntingly. 

“I told you not to call me that, Jayla,” Argo groaned. 

“But your friends call you Nix all the time,” the other girl pointed out. 

“And they’re the only ones who can,” Argo stated. “I’ve told you two a dozen times.”

“Argo, Jayla, Mera! Dinner’s ready!” 

“Coming, Daddy!” the twins chorused, dashing back towards the house. 

Argo rolled his eyes, preferring to jog behind them. His two sisters kept teasing him until his dad made them sit down. He heard the bickering of his two older siblings, Morgan and Isla, and the soft humming of his mother as she set the last plate of food on the table. 

While Argo and Lyall wrangled chaos in their homes, Alex seemed to be the one causing it in her own. She sat on the floor of her living room with her homework spread out in front of her in haphazard piles. Her father, Due, walked in, carefully stepping over the loose papers. He was a stocky man, with golden eyes and straight, thin, black hair.   

“Alex, don’t forget to clean up your mess,” he said, eyeing her papers. 

“Don’t worry, Dad,” Alex replied nonchalantly. “I always clean up my mess.” 

“I think the state of your room disagrees,” he commented. 

Alex tossed a ball of paper at her father. “My room isn’t a mess! It’s just in a state of organized chaos.” 

“It’s a mess,” Alex’s mother interjected, peeking out from the kitchen. 

Betty Kieu was a short woman, even shorter than Alex. She kept her wavy, brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. She had the same, dark eyes as Alex, and her face was covered in freckles. She and Alex even shared the gap in their front teeth.  

“Now, could you please move your comic books?” Betty asked. “I have to set out dinner, and I would prefer not to get food all over them.” 

Alex scrambled from her spot, eager to keep her comic books from getting ruined. “I’m on it, Mom.”

What Alex failed to notice in her haste, was that she had sent a few of her piles flying across the living room.

Calm, energetic, and just a little chaotic seemed to be the perfect description for the last family of Domino Squad; the Willuses. 

Loud laughter could be heard as Sam and Lilly ran through the halls. Mia sat across an armchair in the living room. A small, mud-colored creature with a whip-like tail lounged on her stomach as she read through a book. The creature, an alien known as a kraljem, was Mia’s faithful companion, Svik. As Svik napped on Mia’s lap, a silky frill flapped with his breathing, fanning Mia as she worked. 

The sound of thundering footsteps echoed throughout the house along with the teasing and taunting of Mia’s siblings. 

“Sam, Lilly, no running through the halls!” Dr. Willus called after them as they dashed past him. 

“Sorry, Dad!” they called back, not bothering to slow their speed. 

Mia glanced up to see her father poking his head into the living room. His sandy hair was neatly brushed back and he gave her a warm smile. The smell of dinner wafted into the room, making Mia’s mouth water. 

“How long until dinner’s ready?” Mia asked. 

“Just a few more minutes,” Dr. Willus answered. “Have you finished your homework?” 

Mia nodded. “Everything’s taken care of.” 

“And how was school?” he inquired. 

“Not too bad,” Mia replied with a shrug. “Science is finally getting exciting. We’re starting some pretty cool experiments.” 

“Glad you’re excited.” 

“Dad!” Lilly called. “Sam hit me in the head!” 

“It was an accident!” Sam said defensively. “You stopped too quickly!”

“I told you not to run in the halls,” Dr. Willus chided, going to check on the two. 

“When have they ever listened?” Mia said with a chuckle.

After determining that Lilly and Sam were just fine, Dr. Willus ushered them to the dining room. Mia roused Svik from his nap to join them, with Svik padding along behind her. He sat himself next to Mia’s chair, staring up at the table, waiting for scraps that would no doubt fall off the table from a friendly food fight. 

The lights in Meta-City dimmed as each member of Domino Squad enjoyed the peace they found in their homes. None were aware of the adventure about to come.          


Chapter Two: Chameleon

Kimi woke up with her alarm blaring in her ear. She managed to turn it off before lugging herself out of bed for another day. Her movements were well-practiced as she went through her morning routine. She checked off every step of her routine as she went, from getting her winter gear, to organizing her backpack for the day. Only one thing remained as Kimi made her way to the door.

“Have a good day, sweetheart,” Alan called. 

“Bye, Dad,” Kimi replied, smiling as her before-school checklist was now officially complete. 

Kimi made her way towards the tunnel. Slowly but surely, the other members of Domino Squad joined her, just like they did every day. But, one thing didn’t sit right with Kimi as they walked. Kimi scanned her friends, hoping to figure out what the problem was. She quickly realized that Bianca had dark circles under her eyes and an unfocused expression. 

“Is everything alright, Bianca?” Kimi inquired. 

Bianca nodded with an absent hum. “Just didn’t sleep well, is all.” 

“Sorry to hear about that,” Mia replied with a sympathetic gaze. 

“Maybe you should’ve stayed home,” Alex said with a small frown. “I’m sure your mom would’ve let you.” 

“I can manage,” Bianca answered with a wave of her hand. “Besides, today’s hand to hand training. Can’t afford to miss that.” 

“Thank goodness, because I am not sparring with Mia!” Lyall exclaimed as they began to ascend the stairs. 

“What’s wrong with sparring with me?” Mia inquired with a deadpan expression aimed at Lyall. 

“I still have the bruises from two weeks ago,” Lyall explained defensively. 

“You’re just a wuss,” Lilly piped in with a teasing smirk. 

“Then you spar with her,” Lyall suggested. 

“Are you nuts? I don’t have a death wish.” 

“Gee, thanks Lil,” Mia responded with an eyeroll. 

“You know you love me,” Lilly said with a toothy grin. 

“I think she’s on the fence at the moment,” Argo joked. “No worries, Mia. I’ll spar with you.” 

“Nice to know one of my friends wants to train with me,” Mia smirked, firing a playful glare at Lyall and Lilly.

The group approached the school, merging into the flood of students. Their school didn’t look like much. The floor was covered in white tiles and the walls were coarse brick. A closer look, however, revealed salvaged Volshkat technology throughout the school, from the gym to the astronomy classroom. With it, students were able to push their education farther than any regular school. Standing near a sea-side cliff, their school was an unknown gem in the middle of nowhere. 

Kimi was left by herself as she spun the dial for her locker. It opened on the first try with a satisfying click. Unlike other students, Kimi never let her locker get disorganized. Every notebook, folder, and textbook was organized by subject, then by her schedule. She never understood why some kids liked to keep things in disarray. It made everything hard to find and easy to misplace. She preferred when everything had its place.  

A young, energetic voice pulled her out of her thoughts. 

“Hey, Kimi!” 

Kimi nodded her head, acknowledging the bubbly, fifth grade boy. His name was Quill, and for reasons Kimi couldn’t figure out, he had made it his routine to talk to her every morning. Not that she minded. It was nice to be a part of someone else’s routine.

He pushed his dark hair out of his face and gave her a big smile. His older brother, Henry, stood behind him. Despite having the same round face and soft features as Quill, Henry didn’t look anywhere near as friendly or energetic. He just looked perpetually angry.

“Are you excited for the field trip after break?” Quill, asked, bouncing on his feet. 

“We’re just going to the Discovery Museum,” Kimi answered flatly. “I mean, it’ll be neat and all, but it’s not exactly…exciting.” 

“Why not?” Quill asked. “Everyone else is excited. And, we’re leaving the city for a whole day.” 

“Because she’s a freak,” Henry snarled aggressively.  

Kimi winced. “I’m not a freak…” 

“That’s rude!” Quill snapped, glaring at Henry. 

“It’s true,” he replied. “You shouldn’t even bother talking to her.” 

“I can talk to anybody I want!” 

“She knows less about people than a technopath,” Henry jeered, glaring at Kimi. “All she’s good for is being a chameleon. I’ll bet that’s why Domino Squad keeps her around. She’s their little pet chameleon.”  

Kimi tried to grab the last of her books and leave. She could already feel the tingling under her skin warning that she was about to shift. 

Henry quickly slammed her locker shut. “Did I say you could leave, chameleon?”

She looked around the halls, and quickly spotted Argo and Lyall, who were making their way towards her. 

“Hey!” Argo called, his fists clenched as he strode up to Henry. 

“Is there a problem here?” Lyall growled, putting himself between Kimi and Henry. 

Henry turned his glare on Lyall, remaining silent. Quill took a step closer to Kimi, hoping to get out of the staring contest occurring between the three boys.

“Well?” Argo demanded.

Henry remained defiant under Argo’s glare. Argo turned to Kimi. She took a quick breath, her fingers tugging at the hem of her t-shirt.

“He…uh, he was saying I’m Domino Squad’s…pet. That being a chameleon is all I’m good for.”

Kimi had never been more glad that Argo and Lyall didn’t have heat vision, because if they did, then Henry would’ve been incinerated the moment she finished her sentence. 

“Who is and isn’t on Domino Squad isn’t your concern,” Argo said with a growl. “Just because you didn’t get your transfer request approved doesn’t mean you can take it out on my team. Are we clear?” 

“Crystal,” Henry grumbled

“Good,” Argo growled. “So you can march yourself off to class and leave my team alone.”

Henry stomped off. Lyall kept him from making eye contact with Kimi, but it didn’t stop her from gluing her eyes to her feet. Once he was out of earshot, Quill quickly spoke up. 

“I’m really sorry about him,” he stated earnestly. “Ever since Coach denied it, it’s all he’s been complaining about.” 

“He can join the club,” Lyall said coldly. “We’ve made it perfectly clear that the squad we’ve got is the squad we’re keeping.” 

“We should get to class,” Kimi chimed, finally pulling her gaze up. “The teachers won’t be happy if we’re late. And you and Argo need to get to the high schoolers’ floors.” 

Lyall nodded. “We’ll see you in training,” he said, gently patting her on the shoulder. 

The four of them split up, each heading to their own classes. Kimi was dragging her feet as she replayed the situation in her head. 

“I’m not that weird…” she thought. “Am I?” 

Kimi found herself mentally listing some of her traits and comparing the list to the traits she saw in everyone else around her. She couldn’t help it. She had to know if Henry’s words had any merit. Differences filtered through her head as she continued to compare the lists. It gave her one conclusion: yes, she was different.

She was weird.

That statement stung for only a moment. Kimi had always known she was different. Everyone was a little different. That was just a fact of being a person. They were all snowflakes. No two were ever exactly the same. She could handle being different.

What stuck out to her was the way Henry called her a chameleon. She couldn’t help but think about it. Was that really all she was good for? Just someone to change their shape when it was convenient for everybody else?

Kimi pressed a palm against her temple, quickly chiding herself for the spiraling thoughts. He was just trying to strike a nerve, make her think she wasn’t good enough for her team. Her friends all cared about her, and they wouldn’t keep asking for her to be on the squad if she didn’t have something more to contribute than that. Henry was just mad he couldn’t get the transfer and thought she was easy to pick on. There was absolutely no reason for her to start analyzing everything he’d said about her. Everything was just…fine…

“Kimi!” Alex called, running towards her. “Mr. Rodriguez sent me to find you.” 

“Oh.” Kimi quickly glanced at her watch, eyes widening. “Oh.” 

“Yeah,” Alex replied with a chuckle as Kimi registered that she’d missed the bell. She noticed Kimi’s frown. “Hey, everything ok?” 

“Fine,” Kimi answered reflexively. “Just had some trouble with my locker.” 

Alex shook her head and took Kimi’s arm in hers. “Yeah, those things are pretty stubborn,” she stated. “C’mon. Class is getting started.” 

Kimi let the lists and questions leave her head as she and Alex went to class. Once she entered the classroom, her school work was the only thing that occupied her thoughts. The time droned on. Everything her teachers said drifted into her mind and stuck to it like glue.

Before she knew it, Kimi was sitting with the rest of the Domino Squad at their lunch table. Each of them had their own pile of homework in front of them. Kimi found herself seated between Lilly and Alex. Lyall sat on the other side of Alex. Argo was helping Bianca check over some of her work while Mia and Sam reviewed their notes for upcoming tests. 

“My mom is gonna kill me,” Lyall groaned, staring at the graded test in his hands. 

“Math again?” Sam mumbled through a mouth full of food. 

“Sam,” Mia scolded, not looking up from her notes. “Swallow first.” 

Sam merely rolled his eyes. 

“So, what was it this time?” Argo inquired. 

“Polynomials,” Lyall grumbled. “If my grade doesn’t go up soon, my mom is gonna ground me forever.” 

“I’m sure she’ll understand,” Bianca interjected, patting Lyall’s hand comfortingly. “Your mom knows you’re doing your best to get your grades up.” 

“Why not ask for a tutor?” Argo suggested. “Lots of older students are happy to help and it saved my skin with history.” 

Lyall shrugged. “I’ve tried everything else. Couldn’t hurt to try a tutor.” 

“You can do it, Lyall!” Sam cheered. 

They spent the rest of the hour helping each other with their homework, studying for tests, and making small talk. When the bell rang, they separated for their afternoon elective classes. Mia walked with Kimi for a while. If Kimi remembered correctly, Mia was heading to her photography class. 

“You’re going to study hall, right?” Mia inquired. 

“Yeah,” Kimi answered. “I was thinking of trying to get a handle on my English assignment. I can’t really understand what the teacher wants from me.” 

“Yeah, English teachers can be like that,” Mia sympathized. “Sometimes their stuff just doesn’t make sense.”

“I’ve got all of study hall to figure it out,” Kimi sighed.

“I guess that is a plus to having study hall,” Mia mused. “But I don’t think I could go through school without photography.”

“You are are natural,” Kimi pointed out.

“Any reason you never signed up for an elective, Kimi?” 

“I don’t know. There’s not really one I’d like,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t really need any of the fine arts and I’m not very good at them. I don’t have a knack for languages like Alex or Lilly.” 

Mia gave Kimi a smile. “Who said you need to be good at art? You just take them for fun.” 

“I think I prefer not taking them,” Kimi said, tightening her grip on her backpack straps. “I guess…they just don’t make sense and I don’t like things that don’t make sense.”

Mia looked at Kimi as if she were trying to see right into her head. Kimi squirmed under the intense look.

Mia seemed to notice and quickly shrugged. “You do you then,” she replied. “I’ll see you in training.”

Mia gave her a quick wave before disappearing through a door decorated with photos. Each one was taken by a different student. Kimi spotted a black and white photo of Domino Squad and their families standing at the entrance of the tunnel. The one person missing was Mia, who had been behind the camera. Everyone was beaming, except for Kimi, who wore an awkward half-smile. She let out a sigh as she singled herself out once again. If she was a chameleon, she was pretty lousy at  blending in. Her list from earlier reemerged, refusing to be ignored this time. It didn’t matter how much she told herself that it was OK that she was different.

Kimi felt like she spent an eternity sitting in study hall, trying to get her mind off of it. But, even when she thought it was put out of her mind, it popped back in again. It kept her from setting her mind on the assignments she was supposed to be working on.

Even as she walked into the locker room for training, Kimi barely processed anything that happened around her. She was trapped in her own little bubble, going through her routine without any real thought, relying on muscle memory and habit. It was only as Coach Mattie paired them up that she came out of her dark shell. 

Alex scanned Kimi’s face, her brow furrowing. “Kimi, are you OK?”

“Fine,” Kimi mumbled. “Just a lot on my mind.” 

“Tell me,” Alex suggested, getting into her stance for sparring. “Maybe I can help.” 

Kimi copied Alex’s stance. “I don’t know…It’s difficult to explain.” 

“Try me,” Alex said with a reassuring smirk. 

“Well…Henry came up to my locker this morning,” Kimi started, initiating their match. 

“Henry Zich?” 

“Yeah, him.” 

Alex quickly dodged a punch Kimi threw her way. “Was it the usual spiel?” she asked.

Kimi nodded. “Called me a chameleon and…other things.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Alex replied nonchalantly. “He’s tried it on some of us too. He’s just pissed he couldn’t get transferred, so he’s taking it out on people he thinks are weak links.” 

“Who else did he talk to?” Kimi asked, ducking under Alex’s kick. 

“Me and Lilly,” Alex answered. “Sam almost shoved him in a locker for what he said to Lilly.” 

“Mia stopped him?” Kimi guessed.

“Bianca, actually. Mia smacked him.”

“Mia smacked him?” Kimi quickly ducked under Alex’s kick, trying to picture Mia smacking Henry.

“I know, right?”

Kimi grabbed Alex’s arm as she threw another punch and flipped her onto her back. Alex let out a groan as Kimi helped her up. 

“Point is, don’t worry about him,” Alex said as she caught her breath. “He’s an entitled, egotistical—” 

“Alex! Kimi! Less chit-chat, more sparring!” Coach Mattie barked, spotting the duo stalling. 

“Sorry, Coach!” Alex called back. 

The two girls got into position for another match. Alex’s smile put Kimi more at ease than anything else had all day. They traded blows, and victories for the rest of the session. The grunts and groans of Domino Squad filled the gym as the session wore on. Everyone was tired and sweaty when they were finally dismissed. As they began their walk home, they spotted one of their classmates leaning against a tree. As they got closer, Kimi could tell it was Henry. Again.

“What do you want, Henry?” Mia asked sharply, as he approached them with a sneer.

“Who said I want anything?” he snapped.

With the amount of venom in his voice, Kimi guessed he was still mad about the slap.

“Given that you’re standing around, waiting for us to come out, you can see why we’d think that,” Argo replied coldly. 

Henry quickly scanned over the eight of them. Kimi saw his eyes linger on Mia. A cruel smile made its way onto Henry’s face. 

“Nice limp.” 

“Choose your next words carefully, Zich,” Bianca growled. 

“Just saying,” Henry said with a


































































































