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Chapter One
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Invisible in a World of Wonders

Between second and third periods, the corridors of Oakridge Academy became a low-grade centrifuge, spinning students out of classrooms and slamming them into the lockers and each other. The fluorescent glare made even the old floor tiles seem to vibrate, and the air, packed with noise, shimmered above the press of bodies. Levin Hartwell moved through it with his head tucked, like a migratory bird dodging a firing range. His overstuffed messenger bag ricocheted off a freshman's elbow, earning a grunted apology he didn't bother to return. He barely noticed the jostling anymore.

The only oasis in the chromatic swirl of backpack straps and phone screens was the block of lockers near the west stairwell, claimed by the upperclassmen with the most gravitational pull. Seth Armstrong was there, planted front and center in a pose that looked rehearsed but wasn't. He leaned with one sneaker braced against the blue-metal row, textbook held like a discus at rest, hair tousled into improbable peaks. A small crowd orbited him: juniors, seniors, a couple of brave sophomores, faces lit with expectation. They weren't disappointed.

"Give it a real push, man," Seth urged, clapping a hand on the shoulder of the hapless sophomore whose locker had jammed shut for the third time that semester. "You've got to want it more than the locker does."

The kid—small, wiry, his ID lanyard chewed to the core—gave the handle an optimistic yank, but the door held. A thin spatter of laughter. Seth let the moment breathe, then shrugged off his backpack and rolled his shoulders, the way a pitcher does before a high-stakes inning. "Guess it's up to me," he declared, winking at his audience.

He gripped the handle, grunted once for effect, and pulled—not hard enough to rip the door free, just enough. The metal creaked, bowed, and yielded. The locker shuddered open in a burst, scattering binders and the remains of a lunch. Seth caught the avalanche with one swipe and returned a bagged apple to its owner with a flourish.

Applause broke out, half sarcastic, half sincere. Seth took a mini-bow. "Thanks, everyone, I'll be here all week," he said. "Seriously, though—sometimes you've just got to dig deep, right?" The words landed like confetti, but the message under them was plain. Some people just had it.

At the edge of the crowd, Levin let his shoulders slope further and mapped the shortest route to his own locker without crossing into Seth's orbit. He didn't make it. A girl with clipped, glossy hair peeled off the group and turned toward him.

"Hey, Hartwell," she called, voice arched with practiced insouciance. "Why don't you just use your power next time?"

A pocket of quiet formed around them. The familiar prickle crawled up Levin's scalp. He mustered a smile. "I'd love to, but I'm fairly certain my locker would be unaffected by my dazzling lack of ability."

A few snickers, mostly from people who didn't know what else to do. Seth shot him a look—concern, maybe, or pity, which was worse.

The girl—Andrea, from Bio—tilted her head. "Come on, that's not possible. Everyone's got something, even if it's minor. My cousin can only change his hair color, and he still makes it work."

"It's more common than you'd think," Levin said. "Around four percent of people are born without any detectable ability, even when both parents are powered. Recessive trait. I'm basically a living footnote."

Andrea's face rearranged into something that tried to be sympathetic. "That sucks."

Levin wanted to tell her it didn't, that he'd made his peace with it. Instead he said, "On the plus side, I'm immune to identity theft. Nobody's cloning these genes."

Seth crossed the space, shouldering aside a couple of underclassmen. "Hey, Lev, need a hand?" he said, voice pitched for privacy even as a half-dozen people leaned in to listen.

"I think I can manage a combination lock." Levin spun the dial with two fingers, pointedly, and opened it on the first try. "See? No super-strength required."

Seth grinned, but his eyes flicked over Levin's face, hunting for cracks. "You're on fire today."

"Only figuratively." Levin stacked his books with surgical neatness and pretended his hands were steady. Behind him, Seth's laugh boomed—friendly, infectious, filling the hall in a way Levin knew he never could.

He ducked into the restroom, shut the stall, and breathed. It smelled like bleach and panic. He pressed his palms flat against the cold metal and counted the pockmarks in the paint, because there was comfort in small numbers, in knowing exactly what was measurable.

When he came out, the halls had emptied, the wreckage of admiration and envy swept back into its channels. He took the long way to class, hands in his pockets, and told himself it wasn't so bad. He could blend in, if he tried hard enough. And if he couldn't, he could always make it a joke.

* * *
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THE OAKRIDGE GYMNASIUM was an aircraft hangar of a space, the air heavy with disinfectant and the faint, permanent tang of adolescent sweat. Rumor held that the administration had once floated the idea of a dome, to accommodate the occasional student who achieved liftoff, but budget cuts had left them with reinforced cinderblock and a retractable net to catch property damage. The floor gleamed, varnished to an unsafe shine, and every ten feet a banner insisted: EXCELLENCE IS NOT A POWER—IT'S A CHOICE.

Levin regarded the obstacle course with the bleak objectivity of a condemned man sizing up a gallows. The track zigzagged through stations: a vertical wall studded with polymer grips, a "balance beam" that shifted underfoot, a battery of pneumatic hurdles that read each student's velocity and adjusted on the fly. At the end waited a padded crash pit, in case the final challenge—an anti-gravity slide that rewarded creative problem-solving or, more often, brute force—sent anyone airborne.

He watched the first heat from the line. Seth exploded off the mark, every muscle operating with the showy economy of an Olympic sprinter. He hit the wall, scrambled up without breaking pace, and flung himself over in a one-handed vault. The bleachers whooped as he landed, grinned back over his shoulder, and kept going.

The others followed, some skipping the steps entirely, using powered leaps or brief shimmering force fields to bypass the challenges. One girl phased through the balance beam, sneakers leaving wet prints as she re-solidified. Another simply adjusted the air pressure and slid past the hurdles as if on invisible skates.

"Next group!" barked Coach Durnan, a former pro whose patience for unpowered students was measured in nanoseconds. "Hartwell, lane three."

Levin took his place beside two other "normals," as they were unofficially labeled—kids he knew from remedial gym, neither of whom spoke, both with their eyes locked on their shoes. Durnan gave the signal. Levin lurched forward, managed a respectable burst before the first wall, then leapt and caught the lowest grip. His shoulder protested immediately. The synthetic surface was slick, built to test enhanced grip; he swung, found a foothold, and began the slow, humiliating climb.

By the time he reached the top, the powered kids were already in the home stretch, sweat barely beading on their foreheads. He hauled himself over and landed hard, knees jarring. A ripple of laughter—the subtle kind, more whisper than wave, but it stung the same. He straightened and jogged to the beam.

It wasn't a beam so much as a five-inch band of memory gel strung between two posts, the tension recalibrating with every step. Powered students sensed the shifts and adjusted in microseconds. Levin stepped on; the band squirmed like a live thing. He wobbled, arms windmilling, made five steps before his foot slipped and the world lurched. He caught himself, barely, and crab-walked the rest, dignity pooling around his ankles.

The hurdles ratcheted down to their lowest setting as he approached—an obvious mercy. He hopped them, face burning, aware of every set of eyes. Even the support staff resetting the course watched him with a kind of fascinated pity.

The final challenge was a twenty-foot incline of glossy acrylic, curved at the base so there was nothing to build momentum against. Powered kids just zipped up. Levin threw himself at the surface and clawed for friction, shirt riding up his back, muscles screaming. The curve at the top seemed to recede with every inch.

From the crowd, someone muttered, "He's actually trying. That's kind of sad."

Levin heard it, tucked his chin, and doubled down. He told himself the slope was just a problem, a set of variables he could pick apart if he stayed calm. Hands slick, he dragged himself higher, then higher, until effort became pure animal will, and with a final graceless flop he crested the curve and collapsed into the pit.

A spatter of polite applause, the kind reserved for B-movie actors at a fan convention. He rolled to his feet, dusted his palms, and refused to look at the bleachers. Seth was already there with a water bottle in each hand.

"You crushed it, man," Seth said, dialed to maximum enthusiasm. "That last bit? Beast mode."

Levin took the water and nodded, chest heaving.

"Seriously, I've seen kids quit halfway. You just have to get out of your own head, you know? The wall's mental. Next time, picture the end zone and go."

"Thanks for the tip, Coach Armstrong."

Seth grinned, oblivious. "If you want to train after school, I can show you some core drills. It's all about balance."

Levin wanted to say no amount of balance would close the gap between them. He swallowed it. "I'll think about it," he said, and almost meant it.

He'd barely reached the bench when Durnan blew the whistle. "Hit the showers. Except you, Hartwell—Principal Lucas wants a word."

The gym office was a bunker at the far end, soundproofed and windowless. Lucas waited behind the desk, hands folded like a statue on loan from a military museum, his suit so crisp it might have been sculpted, his eyes steel-blue to match the fixtures.

"Sit, Hartwell." The word please did not exist in his vocabulary.

Levin sat.

Lucas let the silence accrue value. "I trust you understand why I've called you in."

"No, sir," Levin said, though he could guess.

"There are expectations here." Lucas enunciated each syllable with the weight of a municipal code. "This institution was founded to cultivate excellence—physical, intellectual, and meta-human. I appreciate your perseverance. But you are not applying yourself to the standard we expect."

A faint shimmer flickered at the edge of Lucas's hand—his signature force field, invisible unless agitated. "Let me be candid. You are a statistical anomaly, Mr. Hartwell. That is not your fault. But it is your responsibility to compensate. The board watches our metrics closely. When students underperform, it reflects on all of us." The shimmer dissipated as he exhaled. "I've placed you on a performance plan. Weekly check-ins. Tutoring, if you require it. We will not have you dragging down the curve. Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. You're dismissed."

Levin walked out, pulse rattling, and shouldered through the gym doors into a world that was impossibly bright. He let the light blind him for a moment, then started toward his next class. Each step felt like a dare.

* * *
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THE WALK HOME WAS LESS a commute than a cooldown, an hour of monotony that diluted the day's humiliations into something tolerable. By the time he reached the split-level at the end of Oak Terrace—number 132, flagstone path lined with stubborn dandelions—he felt almost ready to face his family with something like composure.

Inside, the house smelled of garlic and whiteboard markers. His sister, Grace, was stationed in the living room at the center of a chaos of hovering objects: pencils, batteries, the remote, a half-empty mug. She narrated the spectacle to their mother, who stood nearby with her hands tucked into her cardigan sleeves, equal parts alarmed and delighted.

"You're not even supposed to attempt fine control until week three," Grace was saying, her words doubling in speed. "But the textbooks are wrong about neuroplasticity. Did you know only eight percent of telekinetics can handle objects over five pounds on the first try?" On cue she pointed at the salt shaker. It wobbled, lifted, then darted across the coffee table and crashed into the couch.

Their mother clapped, then reflexively steadied her glasses. "Amazing, honey. Is it exhausting? Any side effects?"

Grace flicked her braid over one shoulder. "Nothing major. A little sinus pressure, sometimes a weird metallic taste, but that's probably—oh, hi, Lev." She pivoted, and in her excitement the mug clattered to the carpet, splattering the ottoman.

Levin stepped around the mess. "Hey, Gracie. Good trajectory, but you lost rotational stability at the apex."

She beamed. "You saw that? I'm logging every attempt. Hey—do you think it's more useful to record outcome per trial or aggregate over time? I feel like aggregate would make the trend lines clearer, but—"

"Trial by trial," Levin said, setting down his bag. "It gives you a baseline." He could hear his own voice, careful and measured, like he was reading from a manual.

Their father came in from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a dishtowel. "Levin! Just in time. Your sister's on fire." He ruffled Grace's hair; she ducked, laughing. "She might outpace you, if you're not careful."

"She already has," Levin said, and meant it.

His parents exchanged a glance—proud, but with a trace of something more careful underneath. It was clear which child occupied the family's imagined future, the one who'd someday feature in alumni newsletters or the city's Hall of Recognition. Levin was supposed to be the clever one, the fallback if nature's lottery failed to deliver. He'd done his best to play the part.

He kicked off his shoes and perched on the arm of the chair, tucking his knees under to take up less space. "So. What's new in the world of supernormal development?"

Grace launched into an analysis of phase-space optimization and her plans for a harder series of tests. As she talked, the remote made lazy circles above her head. Levin watched it spin and mentally solved for its moment of inertia, the way he used to chew through physics problems in grade school. Grace was a born experimenter, but she needed structure—a methodologist. That, at least, was something he could offer.

"Next week is the metapsych evaluation," she finished, cheeks flushed. "Dr. Gibbons says I'm progressing exponentially."

Their mother pulled her into a quick hug. "We're so proud of you. And of you too, Levin, for helping her keep it all organized. It's a team effort."

Levin nodded, gripping the armrest until his knuckles paled. He thought of the shimmer at Lucas's fingertips, the pit in his stomach at the sound of polite applause. "Just glad I can contribute," he said, and wasn't sure who the lie was for.

Dinner was a carbonara that tasted of regret and too much black pepper. Grace narrated every bite, her brain fizzing with statistics. Levin fielded the occasional question but mostly listened, content to let the current carry him. Afterward, while his parents debated the ethics of performance enhancers for preteens, he excused himself and went upstairs.

His room was half laboratory, half bomb shelter. Every surface was buried: biology texts, spiral notebooks, printouts from journals he'd had to special-order. A microscope, a half-assembled gel electrophoresis kit, a small rack of petri dishes labeled in Sharpie. He sat at the desk and pulled up his current project—a hand-drawn diagram of an epithelial cell, rendered in obsessive detail. Above it, taped to the wall, a strip of DNA ran like a mantra: GATC, GATC, GATC.

He opened a folder and fingered the sticky notes that flagged every anomaly. If there was a reason he'd never manifested—an overlooked mutation, a buried marker—he would find it. It was both the challenge and the curse of him, this need to decode himself.

He worked for an hour, annotating diagrams and skimming abstracts until the words blurred. Then he squared the pens into a straight line, switched off the lamp, and sat in the dark, listening to the voices drift up from downstairs. Grace's laugh. His father's low answer. The whole bright machinery of a family with a future.

He flexed his hands in the dark—ordinary hands, ten unremarkable fingers. Maybe he wasn't what anyone had hoped for. But there were worse things, he decided, than refusing to disappear quietly.
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Chapter Two
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The Wild Zones Beckon

The school bus was a second-rate tourniquet for chaos, barely stanching the flow of adolescent energy that strained its every seam. Levin Hartwell sat near the middle, window side, hemmed in by Seth Armstrong's broad shoulder and a constellation of juniors performing increasingly elaborate feats for social capital. The air was one long exhale of chatter, punctuated by the pop of energy-drink tabs and the drone of the driver's ancient podcast, inaudible past the first two rows that nobody dared to occupy.

Seth had claimed the seat beside Levin early, staking it with a grin and the absolute confidence of someone who'd never been turned down for anything. He spent the ride half-twisted around, riffing with anyone who lobbed him a comment, his blue eyes catching the light like high-voltage LEDs.

"Okay, but what happens if you stick your hand through the fence and just leave it there?" said the kid behind them, voice popping like cheap bubblegum.

"You lose the hand," Seth said, not missing a beat. "Or it mutates, if you're lucky. Coach Durnan knew a guy who still feels his extra fingers twitch during thunderstorms."

"I heard some kids get powers just from going near the border," a girl countered, skeptical.

Seth shrugged. "Guess we'll see if you come back with laser eyes."

Levin let the banter rattle around him, finding comfort in the predictability. Outside, the world smeared past: rows of identical prefab houses, then stretches of untamed brush, then the looming, razor-straight scar of the border fence itself. Even at a distance it exuded menace—ten meters of chain-link and steel mesh topped with a dense spiral of live wire. Warning signs bloomed at intervals, NO TRESPASSING, HIGH VOLTAGE, AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY, but the real deterrent was the flicker of the fence's own corona, like a million tiny storms stitched edge to edge.

Seth rolled a pencil between his fingers with the restlessness of a bored predator. "What do you think they'd do if someone actually got across?" he asked, voice pitched just for Levin.

"Assuming they survived the neurotoxin spray and the acoustic alarms? Probably ship them to a research hospital or a containment site."

Seth grinned as if that were the best possible outcome. "You always know the fun facts, Lev."

"Occupational hazard."

A hush rippled through the bus as they reached the drop-off. Ms. Rosenthal—rumored to be a Category Four, though her power was supposedly too boring to brag about—stood and faced her flock. "Phones off, stay in your assigned groups. No one approaches the fence without a staff escort. That's not a suggestion. I'm not calling any parents today unless it's to congratulate them."

A chorus of groans, then the exodus down the aisle. Seth rose in one fluid motion and offered Levin a hand; Levin took it and felt the easy strength as he was hauled upright. The scent of ozone hit at once, carried on a dry, angry wind that lifted the hairs on his arms.

They joined their group—a clump of Oakridge students in navy jackets, radiating collective self-importance. Levin found himself bracketed by Seth on one side and Tamara Collins on the other. She wore her hair in intricate box braids today, each segment gleaming in the cold light, and carried herself with the alert, distant poise of someone perpetually two conversations ahead.

"Levin. Seth," she said, with a small wave. "Ready to get irradiated?"

"Always," Seth said, flexing his hand until the pencil creaked.

"Exposure's negligible at this distance," Levin said. "The real risk is secondary contamination from the Zone's residuals."

She gave him a sidelong smile, not mocking, but not not mocking. "You've got the best horror stories."

"Nothing's more horrifying than ignorance," Levin deadpanned, and Seth snorted loud enough to draw stares.

They followed the painted lines to a safe viewing area—a stretch of dirt cordoned off by cement blocks and a second, more symbolic fence of yellow tape. Beyond it, the border proper hummed and shimmered, the mesh vibrating like a restless serpent. Ms. Rosenthal took a portable podium and launched into the history of the Wild Zones: containment, accident, escalation, the delicate truce that kept both sides mostly intact.

Levin listened with half an ear, his real attention on the security drones patrolling overhead—newer models, optically cloaked rotors, adaptive camo skins. He watched their shadows stutter and re-form, marveling at the engineering while knowing they were almost certainly watching him back.

"The border is an opportunity, not a barrier," Ms. Rosenthal was saying. "We study it, we learn from it, and—most importantly—we respect it. That's what makes us different from the—"

A sound interrupted her. Not the whine of a drone, not the snap of static. A sound like a truck hitting a concrete barrier. Every head turned.

At the far end of the fence, a section bulged outward, the mesh warping before it exploded in a plume of sparks and shredded metal. Something—someone—burst through, trailing smoke and the reek of burned insulation. He was human, or had been, but his skin was crisscrossed with glowing red veins like the cracks in a dying volcano. His hair stood up in white tufts; his eyes were two unblinking coals.

Chaos was instantaneous. Kids screamed and scattered. Some froze; others, the ones with better powers or more to prove, stepped forward as if they'd been waiting for this since birth.

The intruder bellowed a wordless challenge and hurled a bolt of energy the color of overripe fruit. It struck the ground at Tamara's feet, throwing her back into Seth. The air filled with a sticky electrical whine. Another blast arced toward the teacher, who met it with a shield of compressed air, forcing the energy sideways and knocking two students down.

Levin hit the dirt by reflex, arms over his head. He looked up in time to see a boy from the debate club—highly ranked, allegedly superhumanly persuasive—get clipped by a whip of force and collapse, blood streaming from his ear. Without thinking, Levin crawled to him, hands methodical even as his breath came in gasps. He pressed fabric to the wound and dragged the kid behind a trash barrel as the next wave of panic washed past.

"Lev!" Seth's voice, somewhere behind him. "Get clear!"

Levin ignored it. He tore a sleeve from the kid's shirt and tied it above the injury, just like in the first-aid videos. Around them the world sizzled and roared. Someone was crying, sharp and animal. Ms. Rosenthal called for calm, and nobody listened.

A shadow loomed. Levin looked up expecting the worst and saw only Seth, face smeared with dirt, eyes wild. "You have to move," Seth said, gripping his elbow hard enough to bruise. "He's coming this way."

Behind them the rogue advanced, every step chewing up ground at impossible speed. He threw out his hands and the earth fractured, hurling fragments into the air. Levin ducked as a length of rebar speared the space above him, missing by centimeters.

Seth didn't hesitate. He lunged, intercepting the next chunk with his body, then hefted a toppled cement block and threw it at the attacker's knees. It landed with a sickening crunch; the intruder howled, stumbled, but did not stop. Ms. Rosenthal saw the opening and summoned a wall of air so dense it blurred the light behind it. The rogue slammed into it, bounced off, reeled, and launched a final furious blast at the huddle of students still clustered near the bus.

Levin saw the trajectory. He didn't think, just ran—body low, limbs working in concert—and tackled the nearest two kids flat to the ground as the bolt sailed overhead and vaporized a section of the bus's rear axle.

The world tipped, then stilled. Security drones screamed in, dropping sedative foam that clung to skin and hair. The intruder staggered, tried to rally, and a precision dart dropped him mid-step. He fell face-first and skidded to a stop in the dust.

It was over. Sort of.

The aftermath was all noise and paramedics. Ms. Rosenthal took control, her voice hoarse but steady. The debate kid was already sitting up, dazed but alive. Seth hovered over Levin, checked him for injuries, then—satisfied—slumped to the curb with his head in his hands.

Levin's hands were sticky with blood, none of it his own. He wiped them on his pants and immediately regretted it.

The field trip was over. The bus, listing on its ruined axle, was pronounced unsafe, so a fleet of minivans and one very confused city shuttle were pressed into service. The students rode home in silence, every face pale, the morning's bravado hollowed out like a jack-o'-lantern left in the sun. Levin sat by the window, knees to his chest, watching the fence shrink into the gray. For once, nobody tried to talk to him. He looked at his hands, red and raw, and wondered when
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