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      List of abilities should not be considered complete.

      DANCER

      Element: Water

      Potential Abilities: Read and manipulate emotions. Agility and Grace. Manipulate water. Sense patterns, up to and including most likely outcomes of events. Change appearance.

      Rumored abilities: Manipulate Weather

      FERR

      Element: Blood

      Potential Abilities: Strong sense of smell. Can sense energies around people and objects and track them. Scrub disease from blood. Manipulate blood and heart in their own body and in others.

      Rumored abilities: The ability to coerce and control people

      MESMER

      Element: Air

      Potential Abilities: Read and manipulate thoughts. Telepathy. Manipulate air in ways that effect light, the composition of air, and wind.

      Rumored abilities: Flight

      STONE

      Element: Earth

      Potential Abilities: Super strength. Make skin impermeable. Ability to change mass of their bodies. Manipulate dirt, rock, stone, and plants.

      Rumored abilities: ??

      WISP

      Element: Fire

      Potential Abilities: Super speed. Call fire. Lend their raw power to others to increase their ability. Manipulate electricity.

      Rumored Abilities: Create bombs from stored power.

      ZEE

      Element: Bone

      Potential Abilities: Manipulate bodies of others. Healing and Regeneration. Sense types of power in others. Manipulate bones.

      Rumored abilities: Coming back from the dead. Resurrecting others.

      VASUM

      The vessel

      Abilities: Can borrow the power of any other type.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The hoodie was going to get Vinnie in trouble. Sweat collected in her hair, making her scalp prickle, and she slid her hand under the hood, trying to scratch without dislodging the hood.

      The sun glared off of the pavement and made the parade floats glitter. Most of the surrounding crowd wore shorts and t-shirts or tank tops, and here she stood covered from head to toe, including sunglasses over her eyes. She plucked at the front of the hoodie, pulling it out and in and getting some air up underneath to cool her down.

      A woman in a sundress turned, her eyes roving Vinnie, a small frown on her lips. Wearing this many clothes on a hot September afternoon made her memorable.

      Doesn't this make me stand out even more? No one else has a hood pulled up over their face here.

      She could almost feel Hilda's exasperation through the mental connection. It doesn't matter if you stand out — it matters if someone can recognize you later.

      Right. Okay, you're the criminal mastermind.

      The connection severed abruptly. Vinnie's lips twitched but she couldn't laugh. People would notice a weird woman in a hoodie, laughing to herself in the middle of the parade.

      She stood at approximately the parade's halfway point, ready to move in either direction when Hilda told her where to go. Shaw should be somewhere nearby, but Vinnie couldn't see her. They’d chosen Shaw to lead their target away because Shaw could shift her physical appearance enough that no one would recognize her later. And she didn't need to wear a hoodie to do it.

      Men on tiny motorcycles drove by tooting their horns and tossing out candy while police officers and people in lab coats meant to represent scientists carried trays of food and drinks, which they gave out for free. No wonder The Affirmation Day parade was so popular — people loved free food. The fried pastry tray the last guy had would have been tempting if she weren't frying already.

      The parade ran down the street that was the unofficial boundary between The Holt, which was the poorest part of town, and the rest of the city. Vinnie stood on The Holt side, but even the feeling of home she felt here couldn't dampen the nerves twisting her stomach. When they'd decided to try to stop the crime the police couldn't, she hadn't expected to be going after mafia.

      She heard TK's voice booming over a speaker just as the float he was riding came into view. He stood on top of an hourglass with the KCQT logo on the front, dark skin gleaming as he passed the microphone to his co-host and waved at the crowds.

      His focus was incredible. TK was Ferr, sometimes called a blood worker, and among other things, he could find people. He had to use his power to find the person they were looking for while still entertaining the crowd.

      Almost everyone in The Holt came to the Affirmation Day parade, which meant their target had to be here somewhere.

      Vinnie paced the float, following the parade's direction as she made her way through the crowd. If TK had sensed the target in the other direction, she would have known. That meant they had to be getting closer, or the accountant wasn't here at all.

      She relaxed her body, using her power to open her senses. Her power was unique among the Twisted. As far as she knew, there was no one else like her. There were six known types of power, but she had none of those. Instead of one kind of ability, she could borrow magic from other Twisted.

      As she wove her way through the people lining the streets, she felt them. People they called Twisted because of their strange abilities. There weren't many — most Twisted had difficulty hiding their ability long-term, but it comforted her to know that if she was in danger, she could borrow their power.

      There was a Zee woman was holding her child's hand as she pointed at the man dressed as a bear on the honey float, a Ferr child charming his dad into buying him cotton candy, a Wisp girl shifting anxiously from foot to foot and glancing over her shoulder every few minutes. Most had never been registered, which was illegal, but there might be a few former indentured, their tattooed hands covered or scars where the tattoo had been removed. They tattooed the backs of their hands where the mark was easy to see. That way, people knew they were dangerous. Then they implanted them with a tracking chip and hired them out to companies who could afford them.

      Just ahead, some people in the crowd became agitated, voices getting louder, people shuffling away from each other. Shaw was nearby, somewhere. Her power felt stronger to Vinnie because it was more familiar. Vinnie reached out and pulled some, enjoying the soothing feeling of it washing through her for a moment before the emotions of the crowd flooded through her; happy, sad, tired. Shaw's Dancer ability also allowed her to read emotions, and that was the easiest of her abilities that Vinnie could borrow and control. The people ahead seemed irritated, not angry, but Vinnie hurried past anyway, not wanting to get caught up.

      She'd fallen a little behind TK's float and was tracking along with a marching band. So much joy and excitement, Vinnie smiled and forgot how hot, sweaty, and scared she was for a moment.

      Got him. Hilda's voice in her head startled Vinnie, and her stomach gave another twist of anxiety.

      Where am I going?

      Melville Avenue.

      Not far, she was just over two blocks away. The crowds would be thicker at that intersection. Grand street cut diagonally across 63rd just past Melville, which meant the street widened, making it a popular place for the performers to stop and do their dances. Plus, there was some outdoor seating at the bus station.

      Shaw could lead the accountant back down Grand to Torneo to a shop that had given them a key. Several shops had, which had been one of the trickiest things about the plan—how to get people to let them use their shop without revealing who they were.

      Her hair felt soaked through with sweat, and Vinnie reached up to pull the hood down to get some relief. Her hands stilled on the edges, and she sighed, putting them back down without removing the hood.

      She was almost to Melville now. The target could be on any corner of this intersection, and she didn't want him to see her until she was in the shop with her face covered.

      Vinnie scanned the crowd looking for Shaw but couldn't spot her. Shaw was one of the strongest Dancers she'd ever met, could shift into so many faces she might not recognize her unless she was standing right next to her. She wouldn't recognize her with her eyes. Vinnie's power would always recognize her. Shaw's power always felt the same.

      Ready, she sent the thought to Hilda, shoving the nerves deep down. They'd never taken on anything this big before.

      Summer Games T-shirt, Hilda thought at her and sent a blurry image she'd plucked from TK's mind. His float wasn't close enough to get a good mental image yet. Vinnie spotted the man — on the wrong side of the street. The man had a pleasant, round face. He smiled at the woman next to him, saying something and pointing at the float. The two little girls who stood in front of them looked too much like the woman not to be their children. He looked kind.

      A pleasant exterior doesn't make a pleasant interior, Hilda said.

      Get out of my head. That Hilda could read her thoughts without Vinnie inviting her meant she was close. Vinnie opened herself up again to see how far away the rest of the group was. Nell's too far away. I can barely reach her. Tell her to come in. I'm going back south, there's a marching band. I shouldn't cause too much trouble crossing there. He's on the east side, with family. Where's Shaw?

      Hm. And then Hilda was gone, not just her presence in Vinnie's mind — Vinnie could no longer sense her power. The sweat beading in her hair seemed to prickle as she fought off the panic. She was not helpless, there were plenty of Twisted around if she needed power, and probably none of them could cut her off the way Hilda could.

      Back down the street, the marching band had paused in the middle of the road to do a synchronized dance. Perfect. They were holding up the parade. Vinnie strode across the street.

      On the other side, she pushed her way back toward their target. With her senses wide open, she could feel Nell's comforting presence getting closer. Good.

      Their target smiled, a huge grin as he crouched next to the girls and pointed at the float.

      Hilda? Projecting when she had no Mesmer magic was iffy, but Hilda usually caught on. This time, there was nothing but silence in her head. No answer.

      Another man approached the accountant, said a few words in his ear, and pointed down the street. The accountant's face went from happy to displeasure as the man stalked off in the direction he had pointed. The accountant said something to his wife, and she pursed her lips and shook her head. He tensed, his body coiling in preparation for following the other man.

      We're going to lose him.

      Awareness of Hilda's magic returned. Shaw won't do it. She's scared.

      He's going to get away. Vinnie spotted a pale blond head in the crowd, close enough that it could be Hilda.

      We know what the guy looks like, we can find him again. Let's get out of here.

      We've been planning this for weeks.

      A gang who called themselves La Mafia controlled much of The Holt. Police were not a significant presence. Partially because it was no secret that there was a large population of unregistered Twisted, and people who tried to do something about it often disappeared. The Holt was a dangerous place. And Vinnie had never felt safer anywhere else in her life.

      Still, crime was a problem. Months ago, Vinnie and her friends had decided to do something. So far, they'd only had two small requests for help, but a few weeks ago TK had gotten information that La Mafia's leader, Nieves Delgado, was getting the gang involved in human trafficking. Weeks of searching had finally led them to enough information and they formed a plan. Nieves Delgado's accountant was a sex addict. The problem? No one knew who the accountant was, not even members of the gang.

      TK could track him through reading an energy signature from some paperwork they'd stolen. And while they knew his face now, they still didn't know his name. The city was large. If they lost him, it could set them back weeks or months and who knew how many people would be bought and sold in that time?

      Tell Shaw we've got her. She'll be fine.

      She won't do it, Vinnie. Get out of there.

      Vinnie searched the crowd with her power. If she could find Shaw, maybe she could convince her? There. At the edge of her senses, too far away for her to pull power. And the man was getting away, making his way through the people.

      There was another Dancer nearby, but Vinnie had never learned to use the power to shift shapes.

      That didn't mean there was nothing she could do.

      I'll get him, be ready. Vinnie reached for the Dancer, pulling on the power, and twisted her own anxiety into a tight knot, imagining it in a ball in her abdomen. Then she pushed her way through the crowd, keeping her head down so no one would remember what the rude woman who shoved her way through looked like.

      Don't be stupid, he'll be able to identify you. You're only there for backup.

      She was already moving after his retreating form. I'll hit him with anxiety. You plant the suggestion that he needs to follow me because he knows me, and we had good times together.

      Vinnie, it can wait. Hilda's protests seemed half-hearted. She wanted to get these guys as much as Vinnie did.

      How many more will be bought and sold before we find him again? Are you ready? Vinnie was behind him now. People were glaring at them. Do you have the suggestion?

      Her eye caught on a tall silhouette of few feet down. Hilda had come in closer, which meant she would help.

      I don't know his mind like I know yours. Hilda could read minds well but was not good at manipulating them, and Vinnie was asking her to do it without touching him.

      I believe in you. Vinnie grabbed the man's elbow as she passed him, pushed all the anxiety she had stored into him.

      Walk, Hilda said. He thinks you'll rat him out to Nieves if he doesn't follow.

      Vinnie walked away, glancing back over her shoulder. He licked his lips and turned to continue after the other man, not taking the bait. She dropped the link to the Dancer and felt for TK. His float kept moving in the other direction, putting him almost out of reach, but not quite. Ferr power was trickier, less direct than Dancer or Mesmer. Vinnie paused, taking off the sunglasses and pulling back her hood just enough for sunlight to reflect off her bright green eyes.

      She stepped in front of the accountant, listening for his heartbeat, trying to increase it to make him think he was excited. Then she smiled. “I'll make it worth your while.”

      His footsteps stuttered to a stop right in front of a man, who muttered an expletive under his breath. The accountant startled at the other man's voice and took a few steps toward her.

      Vinnie skipped back a few steps. Smiling again, she tilted her head to a side street. The charm was tricky and didn't work more often than it did, but maybe with the anxiety and the suggestion...

      She turned and walked down the side street, glancing back to smile at him again. The man had a sex addiction. Surely he wouldn't pass this up.

      Got him, Hilda said.

      Vinnie paused at the corner to make sure he followed before turning back toward Torneo, pulling her hood back up. There was no one on Torneo. The entire Holt was at the parade, except for a few entrepreneurial spirits who'd kept their shops open, hoping for some business.

      The man paused, uncertain, as she crossed another intersection. Vinnie turned back and called out to him, “We're almost there.”

      The accountant's eyes lit up as he followed her across the street. Her destination was a small boutique clothing store sandwiched between a junk shop and a pizza parlor. Vinnie looked back at the man and pulled her hood down, giving him one more smile as she stepped into the building.
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      “Are you crazy? He'll be able to identify you.” Nell's back was pressed against the wall near the door. She held her small body rigid, only her eyes visible through the balaclava she wore.

      “He won't.”

      There was no time to say more because the accountant stepped through the door, smiling.

      Nell turned, locking the bolt on the door.

      He shifted, smile falling as he saw Nell dressed all in black. “I have powerful friends.”

      “Thank you for confirming that,” Vinnie said.

      The back door to the shop opened, and Jory stepped out, no mask covering his face. Why wasn't he wearing his ski mask? He had been the most adamant about them remaining anonymous.

      Jory looked like a bouncer, square body, square jaw. He grabbed a chair that was sitting by the back entrance and carried it with one hand. He stepped behind the accountant, putting the chair down behind him. “Sit.”

      The accountant pulled himself up straighter, something dangerous in his eyes. “I think I'd rather stand.”

      Jory put a hand on the man's shoulder, and the accountant collapsed into the chair. Jory was a Zee. He had used his body manipulating ability to weaken the accountant's muscles.

      The man laughed. “Oh, you are in so much shit. A Zee? I don't know what you think you're up to, but I'm sure my boss would love to kill you anyway, even more so now that I know you're a Zee.”

      Vinnie met Nell's eyes over the top of the man's head. If she was as worried as Vinnie, it didn't show in her eyes.

      The air changed behind Vinnie. Hilda. Vinnie opened her senses again to confirm without turning around. Her adrenaline was high, and she was having a hard time focusing on anything but what was in front of her — a man who seemed mild and amiable with his family but sat there with pure malice in his eyes. This was the man who had gone behind Nieves's back if their information was accurate.

      Hilda's husky voice said, “You won't be telling anyone he's a Zee, Gerald.”

      “You're going to stop me?” His eyes raked over Hilda's slim body. Her suit was tight, and pale blue eyes blazed out from under her ski mask.

      Nell pulled Gerald's hands behind him, duct-taping them together. He struggled, but Nell was Stone, and super strong.

      “I am,” Hilda said.

      Gerald gasped, his eyes wide and his mouth opening and closing as he tried and failed to suck in air.

      What the hell? Vinnie thought at Hilda. Where had she even learned to do that? Some people called Mesmer abilities air power, but like calling any of the abilities by an element, that was an over-simplification. As far as Vinnie had known, Hilda was only a telepath.

      Gerald gasped as Hilda released him, allowing him to breathe. “Who do you think you are? Lunatics.” But some of the fight had gone out of him.

      “We're The Dragons,” Vinnie said. “And we don't allow human trafficking in our territory.”

      He busted out laughing. “The Dragons? What, you think you're some kind of gang? That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard.”

      Vinnie's cheeks burned. She had felt a little silly saying it, but the name had been Shaw's idea. Shaw was obsessed with dragons. She wanted to shape-shift into one, but no one in this realm had ever managed that, even Shaw.

      “That's rich coming from a man who works for La Mafia,” Hilda said. “What is that? Some rich bitches’ social gang?”

      His jaw clenched. “It sounds French to me, but I don't know what you're talking about. I work for George Macon and Associates. I do know La Mafia controls this territory, not a silly bunch of Twisted.”

      It was Hilda's turn to laugh. “That little accounting firm in The Hills? With two other employees? You're right. You have super powerful friends. We should definitely be scared.”

      Gerald sat still and relaxed. If he was worried about their threats, he wasn't showing it. Vinnie opened her senses again, looking for Shaw, and found her outside the building with Cerulean. Vinnie pulled a little of her power, preparing to read Gerald's emotions when she noticed intense Stone energy.

      But the power wasn't coming from Nell.

      Before she could react, the sound of ripping duct tape came from behind Gerald. He launched himself at Hilda, barreling her to the ground.

      “He’s Stone!” Vinnie yelled.

      Jory and Nell were already moving. Nell crashed into him just before his fist connected with Hilda's face.

      Nieves hated Twisted. There was no way he would have hired this guy if he had known, but she should have checked.

      Gerald had thrown Nell off and lunged at Hilda again.

      Vinnie pulled from him, taking as much of his power as she could hold as she intercepted his scramble, punching him in the chest. His bones crunched, but he still grasped her hand as he toppled onto his back, pulling her with him.

      Vinnie rolled away from him, dropped his ability, and pulled from Shaw to give her grace as she sprung to her feet.

      Jory intercepted Gerald as he tried to get up, putting his hand on the man's shoulder again, but Gerald didn't slow. His fist swung, connecting with Jory's jaw. There was another crack of bone, and Jory stumbled a few steps back.

      Gerald ran for the door, sliding the bolt open. He opened it just a crack before Hilda threw out a hand, air pressure slamming it closed again.

      Vinnie reached into him and pulled all the power she could hold, betting that was what had allowed him to resist Jory. Gerald collapsed.

      “Get him back in the chair,” Hilda said to Nell.

      Nell scooped him up as if he weighed nothing and plonked him back in the chair as Hilda snatched up the duct tape.

      “Vinnie, pull his power and hold it, all of it,” she said as she wrapped the duct tape around his middle and the chair.

      “Already done.” Vinnie couldn't pull all of it — she could only draw as much as her ability allowed. When she held his power, she couldn't tell how much he had left, but Gerald wasn't moving.

      “You think I won't find you?” he growled. Violence was not what she'd expected from the pleasant-faced man she'd seen smiling with his kids. “You're so bold that you tell me her name?” His eyes turned to Vinnie.

      He was right, she realized with a start. Hilda had used her name, and Gerald knew her face too. And Jory wasn't wearing a mask. When they'd discussed their plan, they'd agreed to stay anonymous, and she'd already blown it. Hilda had argued that the only way to keep them safe was to kill him, but no one else had agreed.

      Vinnie glanced sideways at Jory. He had a hand on his jaw, holding it in place. Since he could control bodies, he could heal himself, but it took time. Why isn't Jory wearing a mask? she thought at Hilda.

      Hilda seemed not to hear her as she rolled her head and shoulders and approached Gerald. “Gerald Gerald Gerald.” They hadn't known his name before. Hilda had plucked it from his mind. “We know about the money, the money you kept for yourself. And the girls. Plus, you're Stone? Do you really think Nieves will let you live? Not only are you a sick fuck who is embezzling from him, but you're Twisted.”

      His body tensed, and his eyes looked a little wild. Finally, he was afraid. “You're crazy, bitch. He wouldn't kill me because I'm Twisted.”

      And we're not killing him, either, Vinnie thought. The only reason Jory would come in without a mask was if he wasn't worried that Gerald could identify him when they were finished interrogating him.

      She'd been stupid. The adrenaline had gotten her on the street. The desire not to let him get away. But if Gerald could identify her, other people might find her. Her dad might find her. She drew in a breath, trying to calm her nerves. That was not worth killing someone over, though.

      Hilda scoffed and addressed Gerald. “Nieves would kill us for being Twisted, but not you? You can't even keep a simple lie straight.”

      “I'm valuable to him. You are just vermin.”

      We are not killing him, Vinnie thought again.

      “More valuable than the money you stole?” Hilda said. I'm working here. Stop interrupting.

      Gerald shifted in his chair, shoving at the bonds. “He won't kill me.”

      Hilda turned and stalked up to Jory. “How's the jaw?” she murmured.

      One corner of his lip quirked up, but he still looked grim.

      Hilda spun back toward Gerald. “We won't tell him if you give us something.”

      “I'm not giving you shit,” Gerald said.

      Vinnie imagined Hilda was smiling by the crinkle in her eyes. She walked back to Gerald, crouched down, and put her hands on his. “When is the next shipment of girls coming in?” She squeezed his hands. “Oh, that's clever, doing sums in your head, so I can't read your mind. Jory?”

      Again, Hilda used one of their names. She must have been talking to Jory mind to mind, and they'd agreed to kill him. She had to stop this. This was a mistake. We are not killing him.

      We're not killing him. Hilda shot back. Relax and stop. It's hard enough coordinating the boosts from Cer and trying to read his mind without your yammering.

      Jory put his hand on Gerald's shoulders, and Gerald jerked straight. Then his face scrunched, and he writhed at the pain Jory was sending through his body.

      Vinnie swallowed nausea, and a little of the power she was holding slipped, and Gerald's writhing slowed for a second before she snatched the power back. Gerald slumped, exhausted, as Jory released him.

      “When is the next shipment,” Hilda said. She watched Gerald's face for a moment. “Hit him again.”

      Gerald’s back arched out, trying to get away from the pain.

      Hilda's hands tighten on his as he tried to pull them away. “Where is the trail connecting Nieves to the shipment, how do we find it?”

      “Stop,” Gerald croaked. “He’ll kill me.”

      “We have evidence that you stole from him to finance your sick fantasies. He’s going to kill you for that if we tell him. Tell us how to stop him and you might live.”

      Tears were streaming down Gerald's face, and sweat shone on every part of his body. His head shook from side to side.

      Hilda's voice was low when she said, “Where is the evidence we need?”

      “He’ll kill me,” Gerald sobbed. “He'll kill me.”

      “This is your only chance,” Hilda said.

      Gerald hiccupped and hung his head. The silence stretched out. One breath. Two, three, four.

      “Got it,” Hilda let go of his hands and stood.

      “I’m dead,” Gerald said. “My family...”

      Jory's eyes were solemn. “Do it.”

      Hilda stepped toward Gerald again.

      “Stop.” Vinnie tried to get between Gerald and Hilda, but there wasn't enough room.

      Hilda's eyes were hard. This is your doing.

      Vinnie couldn't deny that she'd made a mistake. “There must be another way.”

      “My family.” There was hope in Gerald’s voice.

      “She's erasing his memory,” Jory said. “Not killing him. Though he doesn't deserve to live.”

      Vinnie's eyes stayed on Hilda. “You don't know how to do that. You said you didn't know how to do that.”

      “I can,” Hilda said. “It's just not pretty. I might turn him into a vegetable.”

      Which didn’t seem that much better than killing him. “No.”

      “What did you think would happen when you showed him your face?” Nell's voice was low and hissy.

      Hilda's eyes softened. “He'll rat us out, sic Nieves on us or worse. It's not safe. Erasing his memory is the best option.”

      “I won't,” Gerald squeaked, not sounding at all like the guy who had been raging a moment ago. “I swear, I won't.”

      Vinnie stepped out from between the two and looked at him as he sat there, sweating, and looking nervous. She remembered the lack of fear earlier, the rage in his eyes, the bravado.

      He helped La Mafia finance the purchase of human beings for sex slaves. He raped little girls. He deserves so much worse than what I'm about to do.

      Vinnie swallowed. There was evil in the world, but she wanted to stop it, not become part of it. The plan had been to give the police enough evidence they couldn't turn away — send him to prison so he couldn’t hurt people.

      His eyes were on her as if she would be the one to save him. “Please, Vinnie.”

      He knew her name. He knew Jory's name and face. He might get locked up and have no power, but he could tell others. The Holt was big, but not so big that someone couldn't find her. And if they found her, they would find her friends.

      There was no trace of rage or malice on his face now, just the soft man who had watched the parade with his children.

      Vinnie turned away. “Do it.”
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      The day had grown dim by the time Vinnie pulled the van into the driveway outside the house they shared. TK’s car was parked in the carport of the shabby old house beside Hilda’s clunker, which meant they’d completed their task first.

      How long did it take to turn someone into a vegetable? While Hilda had done that, Vinnie, Jory, and Shaw had gone to collect the evidence that Nell would deliver to the police.

      Jory's head rolled against the seat as he turned his head to the house, the thick scar that started under his ear and disappeared into his shirt, twisting with his movement. The scar wasn't new, he'd already healed the damage from Gerald's punch. No, this was an old scar, one that should have been the killing blow. The prison guards who delivered it thought it was, and that mistake allowed Jory to escape the dead end camp. He probably could have healed the scar or made it less visible, but he'd chosen to leave it. That, and the faded remnants of the registration tattoo on his hand, unrecognizable now unless you knew what it was, stood as stark reminders of all they had to lose.

      Without a word, he got out and headed for the house, leaving Vinnie to wake Shaw.

      Vinnie reached over to shake her awake.

      Shaw’s eyelids lifted and she smiled. “We did it.”

      Vinnie didn’t want to let her down, so she pushed away her doubts. “We did it. “

      Not what she had in mind when they’d cooked up The Dragons. She’d imagined stopping thieves and bullies — maybe drug dealers selling to children. Vinnie should feel good for maybe helping to stop human trafficking, but she felt exhausted and uneasy. They’d given Gerald a bump on the head to cover for the memory loss. Vinnie tried not to think of the damage Hilda might have done.

      Shaw trudged after Vinnie as she opened the gate for the low chain-link fence that surrounded the house. The house was one of those old, square, two-story buildings with a big front porch.

      They trudged up the four steps — home at last. Only six of them lived here. TK had moved into his own place four months ago, just two months after he’d gotten the morning anchor job. He was on to better things.

      A tingle rushed along Vinnie’s skin as they got to the front door, and she tried not to sigh. The power signature coming from the house felt energizing to her, but it meant that the others had more work to do before the night was over.

      The smokey odor of the house seemed stronger today. Even the delicious smell of onions and garlic coming from the kitchen couldn’t completely cover it. They’d done their best to fix the place up, but it still needed a lot of work.

      Nell had flopped on the couch with her arm over her eyes, her dark hair a halo above her head. “What took you so long?” she muttered without moving her arm.

      “Breaking and entering isn’t as easy as it looks on TV.” Jory had picked the lock since Gerald hadn’t had his office keys with him, and they used the alarm code he'd given them to disable the alarm. After the trouble of getting the information out of Gerald, the rest was easy. He'd kept detailed records in a password locked file.

      Jory emerged from the back, already changed into faded jeans that hung loose on his hips and a paint-stained t-shirt across his broad chest. He settled himself into one recliner and picked up his phone.

      The sounds coming from the kitchen were probably TK.

      Cerulean stood in front of the window, facing into the room, eyes blank. She never quite got used to the empty expression he had when he’d been using his power. Blue tattoos covered his body. The one on his face curved around his left eye and crawled up the side of his nose, making him look like some deranged sports fan. Or berserker — though Vinnie imagined berserkers being big, burly, and looking like warriors. Cerulean was small and wiry, and right now, he looked almost emaciated.

      Shaw slunk into the room and flopped in the second chair, curling up and closing her eyes.

      “Cer?” Vinnie moved to stand in front of Cerulean. He didn’t even blink as she waved her hands in front of his face. “Did anyone feed Cer?”

      Nell grunted and moved her arm. “TK is cooking.”

      That was a no, then.

      Vinnie used one foot to take off her left shoe, then repeated the process with the right, kicking her shoes under Shaw’s chair as she headed for the kitchen.

      TK hummed as he grabbed something from a small bowl and sprinkled it in a bubbling pot. Even here, in a relaxed place, he looked slick — pale blue short-sleeved, button-down shirt, and slacks. Even the stained white apron he wore didn’t mar the image. He looked like a magazine cover of someone cooking. Stew bubbled in the pot with chunks of beef and vegetables.

      “How long?” she asked. Then realized it didn’t matter. Cer was too out of it for stew.

      “Another ten minutes,” he said. “Breadsticks are ready if you’re hungry.”

      She was starving, but she needed to feed Cer. She went to the cabinet and pulled out the box of chocolate cupcakes and took two out.

      “Vinnie,” TK said, exasperated.

      “Cer needs calories and probably has low motor skills right now. Soup and chewy bread won't work.”

      “Right,” he agreed, as he moved to the cabinet to pull out some bowls. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen him like that. Hopefully, he’s just worn out.”

      Vinnie didn’t like what he was implying. “He’s been clean for a while. Where’s Hilda?”

      “Unknown. She took off as soon as we got here.”

      But he’d pulled seven bowls out of the cabinet, so he expected her to be there. “We’re going to need her.”

      He paused, waiting for her to continue.

      “Harry,” Vinnie said.

      “It was fine this morning.”

      “He’s not fine now.” She could elaborate later.

      Back in the living room, Nell was sitting, rubbing her eyes, and Shaw was curled up on the chair like a puppy, asleep again.

      Vinnie held one package in her teeth and opened the other as she approached Cerulean. When Cer used his power, it seemed to eat up his body, and sugar would help him faster than anything else. Wisps were energy and fire, and that took a harder toll than some other abilities. He’d used his energy to boost the abilities of the others. Wisps were the only Twisted that could give part of their power to someone else. And Vinnie was the only one that she knew of who could take it. Her type didn’t have a name because it didn’t exist.

      She hated how her mind would get confused and numb from using too much Wisp energy, and Cer would burn himself up without noticing until he was a zombie. He stayed thin no matter what he ate, but if Cerulean didn't eat, he would become skeletal. That's how he'd been when she found him the second time.

      She waved the chocolate cake under his nose, hoping the smell would be enough to get a reaction. His eyelids descended in a slow blink, but no other response.

      “Come on, Cer.” Vinnie waved it again. He did another slow blink before his eyes focused on her rather than staring off into the distance. He still looked dazed, but he saw her.

      Vinnie grabbed his hand, lifted it, put the cake in, and moved both cake and hand close to his mouth.

      He blinked at the cake for a moment and then smashed the cake into his mouth. Gulping, barely chewing, swallowing. Vinnie opened the second cake, and when Cer started to chew on the wrapper of the first, she tugged it from his hand and replaced it with the second.

      The second cake was gone just as quickly as the first. Cerulean blinked, looking around the room, chocolate cake covering the lower half of his face and hands. Nell appeared with a glass of water, and he reached for the glass, pausing when he saw the cake on his hands but took the glass, anyway. He took a big swallow of water.

      “Sorry,” his light voice rasped, and he frowned at the chocolate smears again.

      That was good, he was aware, which meant the daze was probably just fatigue.

      He wiped at his mouth, and Vinnie wished she’d brought a napkin.

      “I’ll wash.” He took another drink and headed for the kitchen.

      “Thanks.” Nell’s hair swung around her face as she ducked her head. “I was so tired, I didn’t think.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.”

      Nell rubbed her hands on the goosebumps that had appeared on her arms, but she seemed oblivious to what she was doing.

      Harry’s flare was a strong one, unusual, but it had happened before. The others would need to push the power back into him, so he didn't get out of control. Vinnie didn’t mention it to Nell yet. Let her get some food first.

      The front door creaked open, and Hilda stepped inside. Her ice-blue eyes went to Vinnie and then slid away, and she turned toward the kitchen.

      Did Vinnie dare hope that Hilda at least felt bad about wanting to kill the accountant? Vinnie only hesitated a moment before following her.

      In the kitchen, Cerulean leaned against a counter, eating a breadstick. They were half gone already. Good thing TK had made a giant pot of stew. He hated to eat anything he didn't cook himself, and no one complained that he usually did the cooking when he was here.

      Hilda had dug into the old fridge, pulled out some turkey and cheese, and was making a sandwich. Of course, she couldn’t eat with the rest of them.

      She’d been hiding her abilities. What else was she hiding?

      “It’s ready,” TK said, interrupting Vinnie’s interior rant.

      She stepped back out of the kitchen and told the others the food was ready.

      Jory, who had been typing something on his phone, put it on a side table before reaching over and shaking Shaw’s shoulder.

      Back in the kitchen, TK put the pot on the table, and Cer was putting a spoon in each bowl. Hilda sat at one end with her sandwich, already eating. Vinnie went to grab the two extra folding chairs from the corner of the kitchen and wedged them in between the other mismatched chairs around their battered table.

      Shaw wandered sleepily into the kitchen. “I’ll get the tea.”

      When they were all settled at the table, TK pulled in a deep breath and smiled. His TV white teeth were a little too bright. He lifted his tea. “To our third successful hunt.”

      They raised their glasses. Hilda sipped hers and made a face. “I need something stronger.” Her chair scraped as she pushed back and went to the cabinet, where she had stashed a few bottles of cheap wine on the top shelf. Grabbing one, she brought it back to the table and poured wine in her glass right on top of her tea.

      “Ew,” Nell said.

      Hilda’s cheek creased in an almost smile, and everyone laughed. Everyone except Vinnie.

      “It’s not so bad,” Hilda said. “Oh Vinnie, don’t give me that look.”

      Jory cleared his throat and reached for the stew ladle.

      Vinnie pushed down the anger and frustration. All’s well that ends well. Except it wasn’t.

      Hilda shook her head. I wouldn’t have killed him.

      Yes, you would have. And get out of my head.

      Do you really want to spoil their victory by fighting about it?

      Vinnie glared across the table.

      “He deserved to die,” Shaw murmured, eyes glued to her stew. “After what he did.”

      Vinnie slammed her spoon down, splashing broth on the table. Everyone at this table had been hurt in one way or another. Either because they were Twisted who were supposed to be registered, implanted with tracking chips, and working at approved jobs only, or for other reasons. They’d somehow found each other in this stinking hole of a city, and a few weeks ago, they’d agreed to help others.

      They’d agreed, even though it put them all at risk. “If Gerald had died, then the police would be after us. Maybe they wouldn’t have found us, but why take that chance? How much worse would it be if he was dead?”

      “If he were dead, there would be no chance he could identify you,” Nell pointed out. “And the whole reason we're doing this is that the police won’t do much about gang violence and other crimes in The Holt. They’d have been oh so sad, but it probably wouldn’t even make the papers.”

      And Nell should know. She worked at the police station.

      “As far as anyone knew, he was an accountant who didn’t live in The Holt.”

      Nell waved her spoon. “Then we give them evidence of gang involvement, and no one cares.”

      Frustration built in Vinnie’s chest. She hadn’t expected Nell and Shaw to disagree with her. “He has a family. We didn’t get into this to kill people.”

      Jory leaned back in his chair, but he pointed his fork at her. “Isn’t that what a vigilante is? Taking justice into their own hands? People were bound to get hurt, Vinnie.”

      Jory had been the most reluctant to form The Dragons. He'd finally agreed when she pointed out that the Twisted needed a safe space too. They didn't want to draw the attention of any bigger authorities. If it was an open secret there were a lot of unregistered here, and no one did anything, then they could at least try to make it safe. As safe as any other area.

      TK swallowed some stew and calmly said, “If you guys are going to get us caught, I’m out.”

      “Of course you are.” Vinnie shoved her bowl away.

      “Pluuuus, it wouldn’t have been necessary to do anything if you hadn’t shown him your pretty face.” Hilda raised her glass in another toasting gesture and gulped down her drink.

      “You didn't learn how to suffocate someone after Gerald saw my face,” Vinnie said through clenched jaws. The guilt over her recklessness made her feel even worse.

      TK cleared his throat. “Maybe you should all save your energy for Harry.”

      Hilda’s smirk fell, and Vinnie noticed how haggard she looked. “Harry? I thought I felt something, and if I’m feeling it...”

      Vinnie forced her hands and shoulder to relax. TK was right, they needed to save their energy.

      Jory sat up straighter and went still. “I didn’t even notice.” Jory could also tell when the anomaly they called Harry was acting up. To the others, it just felt like a tingle or uneasiness.

      Groans sounded all around the table.

      “Can it wait? It was fine yesterday,” Shaw whined.

      Usually, that would be true. Harry’s growth was often slow, taking in power over weeks and giving them plenty of warning. Occasionally, there was a quick flare like this. “It’s a strong flare, feels more chaotic than normal.”

      Hilda picked up her plate to take to the sink. “Anyone who needs a nap, get one. Vinnie can wake us in a few hours.”
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      Vinnie stood outside the basement door in her socks, t-shirt, and lounge shorts. The edge of Harry's energy seeped through the floorboards, tickling her feet. It was close to one in the morning now. She'd waited as long as she could to let the others sleep, and her body was heavy with fatigue. Using magic took a toll on her, too, but it didn't matter, since she couldn't help with the anomaly — their harry little problem.

      She'd knocked on doors a few minutes ago and heard the stirrings of people waking before padding her way down the hall. Now Vinnie stood with her hand on the basement door, feeling the pulse of energy.

      The anomalies started soon after The Rending.

      The Rending. Some called it that because time was ripped and reversed for approximately eighty-eight minutes. At least, that's what the scientists had said happened. The Rending had felt like a wave of pain or anxiety for some people, depending on who you asked. Some felt as if they lived that hour and half again, but many noticed very little at all. Then the scientists said that yes, people had relived eighty-eight minutes. Vinnie had never cared to find out how they knew.

      Time stopped and reversed, and some got to live that time over again, and many more never lived another minute. Some estimates said six hundred fifty thousand people died during The Rending. They collapsed and never got back up again.

      Today... yesterday, Vinnie realized. It was yesterday that chronologists had affirmed that another year had gone by with no slipping of time, and the world celebrated. As far as anyone knew, there had only been two time slips. One at the original Rending in 1918 and one during The Twisted uprising in Russia in 1962. Though the second one was in doubt, as that one had been localized. Some said it was something else entirely that caused the anomaly outbreak in the years afterward that killed close to twenty thousand people. The fifty people who dropped dead could have been the heat.

      Of course, if they weren't sure there had been any time reversal then, how would they know there was none each year when nothing dramatic happened?

      People continued to die because of the anomalies, which started around five hours after The Rending. They were chaos that devoured people and places and, some said, time itself. The world was helpless against it, and all they could do was to avoid the areas that it sprung up. Many closed on their own, but many more didn't.

      The Holt had been the scene of one of the largest and most deadly. It sprung up exactly eighty-eight days after The Rending — the timing was a coincidence — and didn't disappear until six years later.

      The anomalies were the apparent result of The Rending, but it took many years before the world noticed The Twisted. It started much like rumors of aliens or bigfoot. Children with strange abilities. And then, in some places, the burnings began.

      In the end, the anomalies saved the Twisted. Forty years after The Rending, they discovered that a team of each of the six types of Twisted could close the anomalies.

      They couldn’t kill them, they needed them to save lives, but they didn’t trust them, either.

      In the US, they put Twisted in separate communities for their 'protection,' and then there were gates and tattoos. Now, Twisted were put into 'training' camps as soon as they were identified. The ones that could be controlled were chipped and sent to work — the ones who couldn't be were sent to darker places.

      Vinnie drew in a shuddering breath as a hand rested on her shoulder. The green remnants of a dead end camp tattoo were barely visible on the back.

      “Are we going down, or are we standing here?” Jory asked.

      Vinnie didn't turn around. The smart thing to do would be to shut Harry down, close him entirely, or if they couldn't, call in a crew to have it done. None of them ever brought it up, though, and she was grateful for that. The energy of the anomaly felt good, revitalizing to her. Vinnie knew it made normal people feel ill. She'd never asked the others if it felt good or bad to them, but they didn't seem to want to destroy it any more than she did.

      Jory reached around her and pulled the basement door open as the others congregated in the hall behind them. There was a roar in the basement that wasn't usually there. Wind.

      “Looks like it’s me today,” Hilda pushed past and started down the steps.

      Harry's magic felt similar to the power Vinnie felt from the Twisted, but it wasn't the same. Only when Harry was acting up could she differentiate between the energies, and Hilda was right — The excess today felt like Mesmer energy, which meant Hilda would have to do a lot of the work.

      Vinnie followed Hilda into the basement. The others were right behind her. She couldn't help, not that she knew of, but she wanted to be there.

      The wind lifted the tendrils of her bangs and threatened to pull her hair out of its bun.

      Harry was pulsing light tonight, making the center easy to see. Hilda was first through the winds. As she got closer to the anomaly, the wind stopped tugging on her. Like a hurricane, it was calm at the center. The rest of the crew followed her into the eye, circling Harry.

      The wind pushed against Vinnie, tugging on her pajamas, and raising goosebumps on her skin. This was a dangerous thing they were doing, but she was glad to be here, where the power made her feel alive. Right now, she needed to get out of the way. Vinnie backed up to the wall in the corner, out of the maelstrom.

      Everyone filed into the room. Shaw paused, rubbing her eyes, and Cer stumbled into her.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, as they all spread out, forming a circle around the anomaly.

      Jory was the first to lift his arms so they could all join hands. A circle of Twisted didn’t have to go around an anomaly, and they didn’t have to touch, but the physical cues seemed to help. Plus, they fit better in the basement if they circled him.

      It’s not alive.

      Focus on what you’re doing. Do you like me so much you just can’t stay out of my head?

      It’s not my fault you think too loudly.

      Vinnie would have argued, but Hilda's movements were sluggish, and even her thoughts sounded weary. Now was not the time.

      She couldn't help, and that bothered her. When she pulled power from someone else, the power worked differently for her. Often, she couldn’t do as much with the power as the original owner. The difference wasn't because of raw power, because, as far as she knew, she could pull as much as they had in them. The difference was probably that they lived with the power in their bodies and therefore could understand it in a way that she couldn’t.

      Jory thought maybe they were stronger because their bodies were always regenerating the power. The power was a natural part of them, but if Vinnie needed more, she had to work to pull more.

      Whatever the case, there was nothing she could do to help them control Harry. Vinnie couldn’t even connect with the others in the circle, and they had tried different ways.

      It’s because you want to control every situation. In a circle, the Mesmer has to have control.

      They’d been over this. Hilda didn’t need to control her for them to work in a circle. The mental nudge she sent out didn’t bother Vinnie at all, but Hilda insisted Vinnie was blocking her.

      If she could help, she could take over if one of them was exhausted. Pulling the power was still a drain, but not as much as if they had to control it, too. If she could help, she could ease someone’s burden. If she watched them enough times, maybe she could figure out what she was doing wrong.

      Curling her legs under her, Vinnie snuggled into the dark corner and tried to relax her body. Feeling the power was easy enough, but she liked to see it, and that took focus. She pulled a breath in and held it for a four-count before letting it back out. After a few breaths like that, her body relaxed. Her vision shifted, allowing her to see the magic, just in time to see TK start the connection.

      TK’s Ferr magic was red to her sight. He could connect things. Blood calls to blood. The red thread flowed from his hands and into Shaw on his right and Cer on his left. The magic continued to flow through the group, connecting them all with a common bond.

      Once they were connected, Hilda sent her magic through the connection. Pale yellow magic lit up their heads. Mesmers were air. They controlled the mental, the actual air currents, and sometimes, the refraction of light. A Ferr created a connection that allowed a Mesmer to direct the magic in a circle, but only if the owners of the magic allowed. Shaw had said it was like a nudge that helped her understand what was needed. She could refuse the nudge if she wanted. That's why a crew needed to trust each other.

      Hilda's magic blazed off Shaw, and Shaw sent her own out. Shaw's ability was water. She smoothed the flow, prevented snags in the line, and kept everyone's emotions on an even keel. Being connected like that could be stressful and feel like a loss of control.

      Jory, flesh and bone, he was a Zee. Zee's abilities were the least understood, but they rarely got sick, could control their bodies, and could sometimes control the bodies of other people. Jory was strong and could heal himself and others. However, there was no way to recover from the use of Zee magic except time. While others could consume something to aid their recovery, like Wisps with sugar, a Zee could only wait until they recovered. The name Zee came from the rumors that some Zee could even heal from death. Zee was for zombie, but as far as Vinnie knew, the ability to return from death was just a rumor.

      Jory's green magic flowed through them, bolstering and taking away any pain, healing any small hurts, making their bodies strong enough to withstand the chaos.

      Next, Nell used her stone and earth magic to ground them and give them strength. It twirled with gray, sometimes turning to brown. Nell was tiny but incredibly strong. Vinnie had even seen her grow and become larger, but that took a lot of effort.

      When they were ready, stable, and anchored, it was time for Cerulean.

      Vinnie's body clenched in anticipation, and her ability to see the power blinked out. Dammit. She tried to relax again but wasn't fast enough and didn't see Cer's magic hit the group, but the surge was unmistakable. Pure, raw power flooded the room, causing a frisson in her abdomen. This felt nothing like the calm of Harry's power — it was raw and wild and dangerous.

      She enjoyed the thrilling feeling for a moment before trying to relax again so she could see the power. This time, she pulled air through her nostrils, following it through her mouth and down into her lungs. Her lungs expanded to capacity, and she tried to feel every inch of them before letting the air back out through her mouth.

      Nothing. She wasn’t calm enough. Vinnie repeated the procedure.

      When the last of the air left her lungs for a second time, her eyes softened, and there was the rainbow of her friend's magic swirling together, creating a wall around Harry. When the last space in the wall filled with power, the wind in the room stopped. The sound continued behind the wall, not gone but contained. Now came the hard part. The yellow of Hilda's power broke out from the wall in little tendrils, like feelers rubbing up against Harry, trying to find the places where he caused reality to break down. Reality as they knew it anyway, and wind didn't exist in basements in this reality.

      Maybe the wind belonged in another reality. The anomalies seemed to be a disturbance of space or time. Vinnie didn't understand all that. All she knew was that they opened out into other realities, which might be fun if one could go to those other realities, but people, unlike power, could only survive in their own reality. Sometimes other people or other things came through the anomalies, but they never lived long. She'd never encountered any, but Shaw had met a man who could turn into a dragon when an anomaly had opened on her family farm.

      Vinnie had a nightmare once that a monster came through Harry and killed them all. Some part of her understood that keeping him down here was risky, but she didn't feel threatened.

      “You would never allow a monster through, would you?” she murmured to Harry, half expecting Hilda in her head again, telling her that Harry was not alive.

      But Hilda was a little preoccupied. The power that was not Mesmer flared and rose in response to Hilda’s push as if it was trying to protect the air power. Tendrils of magic came from her friends and began dismantling the feelers, pushing them back.

      A bright flare of orange shot out of anomaly headed straight for Hilda and Vinnie's breath caught. Cer's magic intercepted, but not before Hilda flinched back, her movement causing the wall to ripple.

      TK's power rose to fortify the connection, and in a few moments, they had Harry under control again. Hilda's magic flashed out again, and the roar inside the circle died down.

      The wall turned white as all the magic flowed together. Together, the team pushed, and the wall closed in around the anomaly. They held the wall there for a moment and then began dismantling their connection, energy flowing back into each individual.

      As soon as TK disconnected his power, Hilda collapsed. Vinnie sprang to her feet.

      “That was a baddie.” Shaw’s voice was thick with fatigue.

      “I’ll get her to bed,” Nell said as she crouched down and scooped Hilda up.

      “I’ll get her some painkillers,” Vinnie said. She hated her inability to help with containing Harry, but at least she could do this one small thing.
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