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  Spark

  
  




“Capitalism is a disease.”

Spark took a moment to let his voice echo around the cathedral ceilings of Bailey City National Bank. With his skinny frame decked out in baggy clothes, no one would have recognized him as Toby Danvers. It was unfortunate that the hockey mask muffled his voice. The important thing was the message, after all. Everything else was just set dressing.

Spark cleared his throat before speaking again, making sure that his words were delivered slowly and clearly.

“You know,” he said, “Most kids—myself included—are raised on the myth of the American dream. That anyone who works hard enough can make something of themselves. But the older I got, the more I began to question that. My mother, she works hard. Scrubbing toilets, washing floors, doing the work that no one else wants to. And we never had shit. That’s when I began to realize the truth. That the system is rigged.”

Next to Spark’s foot, one of the hostages let out an audible snort. The masked teenager looked down at him with a frown. There were eight hostages—bank tellers, the manager, and a few customers. Pretty much what you’d expect during the middle of a workday. Spark and Frost had seen enough cop shows to know the drill. They needed to keep them away from their phones, the doors, and silent alarms. So he had made them gather in the middle around this island where people usually did things like fill out deposit slips. Most of them had been all too willing to comply.

All except for this guy—this one fucking guy—dressed in a suit.

Spark chose to ignore him and began circling the island.

“Now, I know how things are,” he continued. “The rich, they stay rich regardless of how ‘hard’ they work. They stay rich because they have the best of the best. The best schools. Best jobs. Houses that aren’t filled with lead paint. And what do we have west of the river? Jack. Shit.” He pointed toward the nearest window, still half-covered in ice. “The only thing we have in abundance over there is low expectations. People don’t expect you to get anywhere, so no one does. But that’s going to change now. It’s time for the underdog to rise.”

Spark finished his speech, completing his circle around the island. This brought him directly in front of the guy in the suit, just in time to hear him say one word.

“Bullshit.”

A nearby woman let out a “shhh,” but it was too late. Jaw set, Spark spun toward him, placing his ungloved hands on his hips.

“You have something to say?” Spark asked, jamming as much authority in his voice as possible.

The Douchebag in the suit opened his mouth to speak, then paused as the guy next to him placed a hand on his shoulder. The movement grabbed Spark’s attention, and he felt himself swallow involuntarily. That one made him nervous.

When he and Frost had walked into the bank, it had been glorious. Flames had shot out from his right hand, ice from her left. Screams had instantly filled the air. Spark had gotten a good look at the hostages, so he had known that the guy sitting next to The Douchebag was far from a delicate flower. But now…

It wasn’t so much that the man was tall. Sure, he was. He could barely fit his long legs in such a small space. But he was also broad—and not fat, either. Spark could see the muscles beneath his t-shirt. This was clearly a guy who spent a lot of time pumping iron, and the fact that his nose was slightly crooked indicated that he had been in at least one fight before. 

And then there was The Douchebag.

Dressed in a dark grey suit, the guy appeared to be in his early thirties. He was white, with perfectly gelled-back blond hair. His strong jaw jutted out slightly as he scowled at Spark.

“Nah, we’re good,” The Big Guy said.

“Oh please,” The Douchebag said as he failed to shove him off. “I’m not sure what bullshit you kids are trying to pull, but—hey!”

His voice cut off in a yelp as The Big Guy closed his fist tighter around The Douchebag’s shoulder. Spark’s mouth went dry, and for a second, he wasn’t Spark, the masked villain, but Toby Danvers, nineteen-year-old community college dropout. Just some skinny kid with one neat trick. He knew that if The Big Guy wanted to take him and Frost out, especially when they were separated like this, he might have a chance.

It was a good thing the hockey mask shielded his face. There was no way the guy wouldn’t have been able to pick up on his fear.

The Big Guy looked up at Spark, offering him a stiff smile. “Don’t worry about it. We’re all good. No one needs to get upset here.”

Before Spark could respond, he found himself distracted by the clicking of stiletto heels.

He turned around just in time to see the manager exit the vault area, located behind the counter. She carried a worn gym bag, the recent Goodwill purchase standing in sharp contrast to her otherwise well-tailored outfit. Her makeup hadn’t survived the robbery quite so well. She had already been crying when Frost had covered the counter in a thick coating of ice. Since then, she had calmed down a lot, following all their orders to a T.

Standing next to her was Frost. Thanks to their baggy clothing and concealing masks, Spark and Frost looked almost identical. The only thing that set his younger cousin apart was her thick brown curls, which she had wrested into a ponytail before suiting up. Eventually, Spark hoped to have real costumes for the two of them. Not this secondhand shit. They’d buy real ones. Or better yet, steal.

Money was poison anyway.

“Good,” Spark said, “over there.”

As he spoke, he pointed across the room to a section of floor cleared of hostages. It was closer to the double doors, which were currently covered in half-melted ice crystals. It had been enough to obscure them from outside when they had first arrived, but the reality of the August temperatures had taken its toll. Frost’s ice just couldn’t hold up to the summer heat.

Not that it would have been enough to cover up the flash of the police lights.

The bank manager walked stiffly across the bank and placed the bag down in the center of the floor.

“No,” Spark said. “Dump it.”

The woman paused, confused, but complied, pouring out thousands of dollars—or was it more? Spark didn’t know how. The hostages around him began to murmur in surprise. Spark turned back to the bank manager.

“Back to the vault,” he said.

“There’s an awful lot of money back there.” Frost took efforts to lower her voice so she sounded less like a teenage girl. Spark mentally added voice changers to their shopping list. He watched as her head tipped slightly toward the windows, to the flashing lights.

“Right,” Spark said. “Let’s get you some help.” He nodded down the at hostages. “Big Guy? You’re up.”

The large man, to Spark’s frustration, didn’t immediately comply. Instead, he spoke aloud, his voice low and irritatingly calm.

“Are you sure about that?”

“Oh, I’m sure!” Spark snapped.

For emphasis, he let flames fly from his right hand. Several of the hostages drew back instinctively. One even whimpered in fear. But not The Big Guy.

He was now getting to his feet.

In an attempt to cover up his frustration, Spark turned to the hostage next to him, a middle-aged woman dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. She obeyed more readily, moving to her feet and following Frost to the vault.

Spark recognized his mistake the second the two hostages had left the room. He had chosen The Big Guy, knowing that he could carry a lot of weight. At the same time, he was the only one keeping The Douchebag in line. Still, he didn’t like being defied in front of the other hostages. It had made him look weak, young, inexperienced. Even if The Big Guy had been nice enough to do it quietly.

Anyway, his speech.

“Now,” Spark said, turning back to the hostages. “I know that you’re probably expecting us to just take the money and run. Hell, even that.” He pointed toward the pile the bank teller had left on the floor. “That could save us a lot of trouble. But it only treats the symptom. It doesn’t cure the disease. And as long as folks define their lives by the earning and spending of the almighty dollar, people around the world will suffer and die.”

The second he finished, Frost returned with the hostages carrying several bags of money (The Big Guy—Spark was happy to see—was moving the most). Spark watched as the bags of cash were emptied out and couldn’t help but feel a little regret. When he had pictured this scene originally, the money hadn’t been haphazardly tossed into a pile but neatly stacked in a tower that loomed over him, just like that badass scene in The Dark Knight. Spark couldn’t help but buzz with energy at the memory of the Joker—

“What the hell is this?” The Douchebag snapped.

Speaking of things not turning out how he expected, what was up with this guy? Did he have any sense of self-preservation? Spark turned to him, teeth gritted. 

“Listen, you need to keep it down,” he said, voice strained. “Professor Spark has a lesson to share.”

“Professor Spark? You sound like you’re still in high school!”

“What?” Spark replied, not thinking. “I’m not in high school. I’m nineteen.”

“No!” Frost’s stage whisper could be heard from across the room.

Spark winced. They had agreed not to discuss any aspect of their secret identities. Frost was even uncomfortable with the fact that he had mentioned his mom’s job in his speech. But there was something about this guy that just set him off.

And he was rapidly losing control of the situation as a result.

“Frost,” he called out. “It’s time to start. Get the stuff.”

The mask shielded his cousin’s face, but not the tremor in her hands as she unzipped her backpack, pulling out a can of gasoline.

Sure, Spark was more than capable of setting things ablaze, but there was no substitution for a good old-fashioned accelerant.

And the hostages knew it too. They erupted into gasps around him, The Douchebag jumping to his feet.

“What the hell?” he said. “We’re not just going to let you burn all of our money!”

Then, to Spark’s shock, he rushed him. Instinctively, Spark swung his right hand toward him, drawing on his power, hard and fast. He regretted this instantly, but it was too late to stop. His hand had already started to glow. The flames prepped to rush out straight at The Douchebag’s face.

Hadn’t they agreed against this? Sure, they were going to burn it all down, but their target was society. They didn’t want to hurt anyone. They—

And then The Big Guy was in his face, taking advantage of Spark’s momentum, and whirling him around the rest of the way. When the flames hit the air, they were no longer directed at The Douchebag, at least not entirely. Instead, Spark had pivoted toward the left, just far enough for the man’s right sleeve to catch on fire. 

At the sight of the flames, Spark choked, freezing up in fear. But The Big Guy kept moving, tearing the suitcoat off The Douchebag’s body and throwing it to the ground. Spark watched as he stomped out the flames, the hostages behind him now on their feet, their bodies tense, frozen.

All except for Frost.

With a howl, she raced across the bank floor, her left hand glowing blue. Unfortunately, her cry gave her away. The Big Guy shifted toward her, managing to get his hands up in a block. Spark watched as ice sprouted from Frost’s fingers, reaching out and engulfing around the guy’s right fist. The guy let out a grunt in response, before clocking Frost across the face with his left. She went down, spinning.

“Jenn!” Toby cried, forgetting all pretenses of secrecy. After all, this was his cousin. His seventeen-year-old cousin that he had somehow convinced to come out here and play supervillain with him. Now, she was unconscious on the floor.

And he couldn’t stand for that.

He knew that it would be difficult, channeling his powers so soon after expelling them. As much as he hated to admit it, his abilities had a limit, and that limit usually involved taking a break between charges. But it had to have been enough time. He had to—

He looked up just in time to see The Douchebag’s suit coat flying in his face. He jerked up to bat it away, and then was immediately hit by a train. At least, that’s what it felt like, as The Big Guy rushed him, taking him down in the middle. Spark hit the ground hard, and it became difficult to inhale. He was dimly aware that the wind had been knocked out of him. He watched as The Big Guy straightened up.

“Stay down,” he said, softly enough for only Spark to hear.

Oh no. He wasn’t going to stand for that. For too many years, he had done what was expected of him. For too many years, he had been passive, keeping his head down, and for what? The world had just gotten worse and worse. Now was not the time for him to lay down. He called on his ability, sending his right-hand glowing, pulled on enough power to blast The Big Guy’s stupid face—

And then Spark let off a howl of pain as the same guy stomped on his left hand and the bones shattered, cutting off his power.

The pain overwhelmed him immediately. He barely noticed that the Big Guy had drawn close until he had pulled away Spark’s hockey mask. But he had enough presence of mind to know what they would all see. A narrow, acne-covered face with thick glasses and brown skin, his short, curly hair cropped close to his head. 

The Big Guy shook his head and turned back to the crowd.

“We should probably let the police in now,” he said.
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In my experience, when the police wanted to talk to you, you ran.

The habit had been hard-wired into me during my teenage years. It had been a combination of two things. I had been an angry kid with a tendency to act out, and I didn’t like people telling me what to do. This led to more than my fair share of moments of uniformed officers chasing me through the streets, parking lots, and abandoned buildings. When I saw one coming in my direction, it was hard to ignore the urge to bolt.

Especially if I knew a particular cop had it out for me, specifically.

The police had asked me to sit on a bench across from Bailey City National Bank. Next to me, a paramedic took a closer look at the hand the Costume with the ice powers had frozen. It had been an uncomfortable, stinging pain, not unlike the times I had been stupid enough to go outside in below-zero temperatures without gloves. Now the hand felt weirdly hotter than the rest of my body.

“There’s no damage,” the paramedic finally said before turning to the police officer. “You’re good to finish up.”

“Good,” Detective Bronson replied before turning back to me. “Out of curiosity, sir, why did you enter Bailey City National Bank if you didn’t have an account here?”

I couldn’t help it. I bristled slightly at the question. Why was she questioning me when I was one of the victims here? But she was polite, at least. I don’t think she would have acted the same had she known that truth. That just a year ago, I had served a season-long tenure as Faultline, earning my keep working for Calypso, Bailey City’s first supervillain.

“Listen,” I said with a sigh. “I just needed to get to an ATM. Not like I use credit cards.” I tapped my wallet in my pocket. “And the one outside was broken.”

“The people inside of the bank are probably glad of that,” the detective replied. “Although we typically discourage private citizens from trying to play hero in hostage situations.”

I couldn’t help it. I felt a smile tug at the side of my lips.

“Nothing heroic about me,” I said. “I was just trying to prevent the situation from escalating. Unlike some people.”

I glanced across the street to the blond man in the suit. The guy who had spent the entire hostage situation trying to pick a fight. Plus, he had been stupid enough to get in an empowered Costume’s face. He was currently talking to a police officer, gesturing at his singed clothing. I found myself gritting my teeth. Fucker would probably try to sue the city (or me) for the damages. He looked like that type of guy.

And then something—no, someone—familiar caught my attention.

It was my girlfriend, Dawn, walking down the street, a clear look of concern on her face. At the sight of me talking with Detective Bronson, she froze and turned around stiffly, adjusting her big floppy hat to shield her face. I held back a groan.

It was a miracle my girlfriend had managed to keep her secret identity as well as she did. As it stood, only a handful of people in Bailey City knew that she was Hikari, the Actual Superhero that kept Bailey City safe. Detective Bronson, ironically, was one of those people. Back when we had started dating, we had determined that it wasn’t smart to clue in Bronson about our relationship. I’m pretty sure you didn’t need to be a detective to make the connection between the hulking supervillain that may or may not have had feelings for Hikari, to the big guy who happened to be dating her.

“Regardless of your reasons,” Detective Bronson said, breaking my chain of thought. “You were able to prevent people from possibly getting hurt.”

“Will that change what will happen to them?”

Detective Bronson followed my gaze to where the two Costumes, Spark and Frost, were being led into cop cars, their hands in cuffs. The extra bulk given to them by their costumes were gone, revealing two skinny teenagers.

Detective Bronson let out a sigh before speaking. “You know I can’t comment on that.”

“They’re awfully young,” I said. “The girl might even be a minor.” 

The detective’s face closed off.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I just don’t want one mistake to define their entire life.”

“I know.” Her face softened. “And it’s not that I’m unsympathetic. I grew up west of the river in a time when the cops wouldn’t dare come into my neighborhood. But holding up a bank and torching the money is not how normal people deal with feeling powerless.” She let out a sigh. “To be honest, I’m curious about what they would have done when the sprinkler system came on. Anyway, that’s all the questions I have for today, although I may want to contact you later. Why don’t I take down your number?”

Giving my phone number to a police officer was almost as painful as not running from one, but I did it. As I watched the Detective’s retreating back, I couldn’t help but wonder if Mariah had already paid the cell phone bill. This summer, we had three incomes coming in. Mariah had managed to get a job right after getting her degree, albeit one with not the most-convenient hours. And now that Claire had graduated high school, she was putting more hours in at Norma’s. At least, for now. I don’t know what had shocked me more. The fact that she was getting ready to attend classes at Bailey City Community College in the fall, or the fact that Norma’s was more than willing to respect her schedule.

And of course, there was me, working the same job at Colossus Fitness.

With a sigh, I moved to my feet and made my way in the direction that Dawn had headed. With all three Gage siblings contributing, it should have been enough for me to finally relax about money. We were taking care of the bills, keeping up with our payment plans, even adding a little extra. But that could stop very soon. I had been picking up any extra shift I could get my hands on at Colossus, but it wasn’t what anyone would call a well-paying job.

I’d been thinking about the future a lot lately. Maybe it was Mariah and Claire graduating, or Dawn starting up her third year at Bailey U in just a couple of weeks, but I wondered what would happen to me. The smart move would be to look into some of those personal trainer classes. I’d bet I’d even be good at it. But with Claire going to BCCC in the fall, we were about to lose part of our income, and it didn’t seem smart to turn away even more.

I hadn’t brought this up to Claire, of course. It had taken enough effort to get her invested in her education. It would be stupid to discourage—

“Is it safe to come out?”

At the sound of Dawn’s voice, my feet slowed to a stop. I let out a low chuckle.

“You know,” I said. “Maybe the reason why no one’s caught onto you yet is they can’t imagine you keeping such a big secret.”

I turned to see Dawn standing at the mouth of an ally, dressed in that big hat of hers, jean shorts, a tank top, and a roomy jacket-thingy with flowers on it. At my comment. Dawn reached up and tugged down the corner of her hat.

“Was I really that bad?”

“Nah. And Bronson wasn’t even looking in your direction anyway. She was a little more focused on the bank robbery fallout.”

“Yeah. What happened there?”

I filled her in. In the end, she shook her head.

“I was coming over, you know.” She gestured at her phone in the pocket. “Dana’s police scanner app. And it turns out, I didn’t even need to bother.”

“Jealous?”

“Um…maybe?”

“Seriously?” I couldn’t help but laugh.

“It’s just one of the classics, you know. Like rescuing people from a burning building or a busload of kids. Only I haven’t done this one!” At this, her voice sobered. “Although had I known that you were involved—”

“I’m perfectly fine,” I interjected. “Not only that, but I managed to stop the problem without using my powers.”

Dawn’s gaze dropped to the ground.

It was becoming a familiar argument. Or it would have if Dawn ever argued with anyone. While she wasn’t averse to confrontation while in Hikari mode, it was a completely different story when she was Dawn. And I had to admit, this was not something that I was used to, especially when it came to the women in my life. My sisters and I butt heads daily—everything from who was supposed to do the dishes, to more serious issues.

Because Dawn was more hesitant, I tried to be aware of her more subtle shifts in moods, which indicated that we were approaching a contentious issue. And in turn, Dawn was trying not to avoid shit before they turned into genuine problems.

Such as my latest solution for dealing with my powers.

“Alex, these two…. Spark and Frost, was it? They’re just teenagers. They didn’t seem very experienced. They didn’t even plan for sprinklers. But that’s not always going to be the case.” I shrugged. “I didn’t start using my powers regularly until I started working for Calypso. And before then, I did just fine getting out of—and into—problems all by myself. I’m not exactly a damsel in distress.”

I spread out my arms as I spoke, drawing attention to both my height—which was over six feet—and my muscular frame.

“I know that,” Dawn said. “You can take care of yourself better than ninety-nine percent of the people in this city without your powers. But you haven’t had a problem with control in months. Not since…everything that happened with Dr. Hale.”

Yeah. She had definitely stumbled over those last few words. Five months ago, Dawn, with the help of Golden Strike, had relived both her abduction and the several weeks when she had been held prisoner by SynergyCorp. She had agreed to this knowing that the information she would gain would be enough to prevent SynergyCorp from running illegal human experiments like Project Regen ever again. And for a brief while, she had been right.

Then Dr. Hale, the head scientist of Project Regen, had been kidnapped by SynergyCorp. Fortunately, the Forgers held the source of the vaccine that fueled Project Regen, effectively stopping those fuckers from ever manufacturing powers again. But SynergyCorp still got off scot-free for killing dozens of people, including a few that Dawn had come to see as friends. Mark Andrews, Dawn’s ex, was still their prisoner, his personality and free will wiped away.

And if Dr. Hale was being forced to work with them again, there was no telling the damage they could cause.

I turned to Dawn, ready to comfort her when she spoke up first, changing the subject.

“You know that Riley suggested you could travel to a Forger community. There would be trained doctors and professionals that could study your powers. Maybe help you to find a solution—”

“Not an option,” I said, raising a hand. “Jane —who falls under the category of trained professional even if she’s barely old enough to drive —thinks my powers have strengthened in the past year due to frequent use. And we all know that powers only develop in one direction. Right now, I’m able to keep them under control, but the more I use them, even subconsciously, the more of a problem it will become. The best solution is to contact Dana.”

Dawn opened her mouth to protest but paused at the sound of a light vibration. She looked down at her brand-new smartwatch (a recent gift from her brother, Alan, who I’m convinced was purposely trying to one-up me for Dawn’s twenty-first birthday).

“Speaking of Riley,” she said, mouth twisted into a frown.

“He texted you?”

“Yeah, in fact, he’s here. Like, in Bailey City here.”

“Is this about Project Regen?” My lips twisted into a frown.

“No, but it is about a potential security threat in Bailey City.”

“That doesn’t sound good. Do you need me to give you a ride? I still need to pick up my sister.”

“I’ll be fine. He’s actually at a motel nearby.”

“The Forgers put up one of their field agents in a place meant for human habitation? I’m shocked. What’s next? Are they gonna start feeding them real food?”

“I don’t think it’s wise to get our hopes up.”

Dawn looked up at me before speaking again. “You know…I’m sorry about pushing so much on this issue. Your powers are just that—your powers. And if you really want to give them up, then I’ll accept that. It’s just that Dana’s solutions are so…” She winced. “Permanent.”

I nodded, remembering the sight of Calypso’s abilities just evaporating into thin air. Hell, it had been unnerving for me, seeing how little effort it had taken Dana to turn the empowered woman back into a normal person. But she had agreed to it, knowing the damage she had done. As for me…

I reached out and rested a hand on Dawn’s shoulder. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I know that this is a decision that shouldn’t be made lightly. But I can defend myself just fine without powers. And given that my powers can do a lot of damage if I can’t control them, I shouldn’t have them. End of story. 

“Think about it. Things may be fine now, but what about five, ten years from now?” I let out a sigh. “Listen, the hero life works for you. But I never wanted it. Trust me, I am more than happy to support you on the sidelines.”

“I get it,” Dawn said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “And I know I shouldn’t force my ideas on you.”

“Oh, I’m stubborn enough. It will take a lot more than that to change my mind.” I laughed. “But for now, I’m going to be late picking my sister up, and you need to talk to Riley about saving the city, so it looks like all is as it should be.”

We kissed before going our separate ways.




I pulled up to Norma’s diner about twenty minutes later. Claire was easy to pick out, dressed in her hostess’s uniform. Her attention was half on the phone in front of her and half on the waitress next to her. At the sight of the Jetta, she slipped her phone into her backpack and waved good-bye to the waitress. Her friend waved back, and I made out what looked like a tattoo of a Rose on the underside of her arm.

Seconds later, Claire was in the car, shutting the door behind her and reaching into her backpack.

“Sorry for being late,” I said. “You wouldn’t believe the afternoon I had.”

“Nah, don’t worry about it,” Claire replied, pulling out a lacy black top, which she yanked over her head. “I had someone to talk to.”

“Yeah. I noticed that.”

“That’s an interesting tone of voice.” Claire pulled her hair out of her ponytail.

“Well, I just can’t help but notice that you’ve been talking about Rose a lot lately, and now that I see you’re a similar age…”

Claire let out a snort. “That’s a risk I’m not willing to take.”

I couldn’t help but shake my head. My sister didn’t like to put a label on her sexuality. But when pressed, she said that she was bisexual and that someone’s gender didn’t have much of an impact on whether she was attracted to them or not. When she had first told me this, I had found the idea of being attracted to such a large population exhausting, which showed how little I understood the situation. Claire was so selective that she rarely dated, having only ever been with one girlfriend for two months during her junior year.

“You know,” I said, pulling into traffic. “If you want to have a relationship with anyone—and it’s okay if you don’t—you actually have to take a risk every now and then.”

“No offense, but the fact that advice is coming from a serial monogamist is tainting my opinion just a bit.”

I felt my temper rise and opened my mouth to protest, then shut it. She was, as much as I hated to admit it, probably right. 

Instead, I switched tactics. “I thought you liked Dawn?”

“Oh, trust me, I do. I am totally on that ship and hope she sticks around. I mean…she’s a really caring person, you know?”

I did know. It was probably why she was so worried about the idea of me running around powerless. And, as much as I hated to admit it, there was some truth to her concerns. Given the high-risk lives we tended to lead—

“Not to mention she’s far superior to the manboys Mariah tends to date,” Claire added.

We pulled up to a stop sign, and I heard my phone vibrate from the cupholder. I glanced down to see Dawn’s name. Huh. Guess that was a short meeting.

“Sorry, do you mind?” I asked Claire.

She shrugged in response.

“Thanks—hello?” I asked as I picked it up.

“Alex?”

I paused. There was a shakiness to Dawn’s voice that I hadn’t been expecting. Almost is if…

“Dawn, are you crying?”

“I…it’s fine. I’m sorry. It’s just…I needed to know.”

“Needed to know what?” I straightened up. “What’s going on?”

“I know that none of it was real or at least…permanent, but I just needed to know that you were okay, Alex. Really okay.”

I blinked in shock. This was such a stark contrast from the girl I had seen less than a half-hour ago. What the hell had happened with Riley?

“Listen, I’m fine. But I’m worried about you. I’m not that far away, do you need me to pick you up. I’ve got Claire in the car—“

“Claire?” Dawn sounded confused.

“Yes, remember that I was picking her up.”

“Oh yeah. Sure, sure.”

Only she didn’t sound so certain. My free hand tightened around the steering wheel. What if the text hadn’t been from Riley at all? What if someone was messing with Dawn’s mind? Or what if this wasn’t Dawn at all? What if it was all a trap?

Or what if it wasn’t?

“Give me the address. I’ll be right over.”

Dawn quickly complied, and after a couple of shaky “I love yous,” she hung up the phone. 

“Jesus,” Claire said. “What the hell is wrong?”

“I have no idea.”
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Run by a group of mysterious individuals known as the “higher-ups,” the Forgers were a huge group of empowered bloodlines. Mainly living in small communities, they had kept their existence a secret for centuries and quietly patrolled empowered people. Their reach, at times, seemed massive.

Their funding, on the other hand…

I stood in front of The Edgewater, a pretty standard-looking double-decker motel, shaped in a long, low U-shape with cars parked in front of the various rooms. The cracked pavement in the parking lot, and the peeling paint on the doors and the signs looked…well, kinda crummy. Still, it was actually a step up from their usual headquarters, a dilapidated office building that felt like one failed inspection away from being condemned. Maybe the fact that we were meeting here and not Birchwood Realty was a sign that it had?

Or maybe not…

It’s not like I had spoken directly to Riley, after all. Anyone with access to his phone could have sent that text. I felt my feet begin to slow as I drew close to room 202, suddenly filled with the urge to turn heel and head back in the other direction. Then my watch vibrated, causing me to jump. I looked down to check the face (it was amazing how fast that had become a habit) to see a note that I was getting a call from Riley. With a frown, I picked up my phone.

“It’s not a ruse,” a familiar voice came through.

“Huh?” I asked, as always the model of articulation.

“I really did text you. That was me,” Riley Simmons replied. “But I did mislead you.”

“Why would you…”

“Dawn. I’m not the one waiting for you in that motel room. Someone wants to meet you.”

Before I could ask who, the door to room 202 swung wide open, revealing—

“OMG, it’s you!”

The young woman in front of me wasn’t…familiar exactly, but the energy she emitted was pure fangirl. A wide grin broke out on her face, and she bounced in place, barely able to contain herself. She was younger than me, like one of the incoming freshmen at Bailey U. She had a curvy, somewhat plump figure, with dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, white skin, and brown eyes framed by dark glasses.

“I am such a huge fan,” she babbled. “I can’t believe I get to meet you. It’s my favorite part of the job. Totally makes the near-complete isolation worth it, you know?”

“Uh…what did you say, Riley?” I was so caught off guard by her bubbly response that I completely missed what the Forger field agent had said.

“Forecaster,” Riley repeated. “You’re here to meet Forecaster.”

I didn’t think it was possible to be more shocked into silence, but that one name did it. Forecaster, one of the Forger community leaders, was an empowered man with the ability to see the future. My favorite Actuals, Golden Strike and Silver Shot, worked for him directly, and he was keeping Leonard Healey’s body safe from SynergyCorp. When you spoke to people about him, one thing was clear. Forecaster wasn’t a man. He was a force.

And now I was going to meet him.

Oh her? I locked gazes with the young woman in front of me, who immediately let out a laugh.

“Oh me? I’m not, you know, Forecaster.” Her voice dropped to a whisper as she said his name.

“Sounds like you met Daisy,” Riley said from the other side of the line.

“Daisy?” I asked.

“Yes! Daisy Elliot! That’s me!” the young woman announced. “Is that Riley? Say hi for me!”

“Then I’m gonna let you go now,” Riley said. “I’m sorry about all this, but…boss’s orders, you know?”

“I guess,” I said before we said our good-byes. I hung up the phone.

“Why don’t you come in?” Daisy hopped up and down with excitement.

“Um…sure?” I replied, still not feeling entirely comfortable about the situation. But that could have just been the whole meeting-new-people thing. Either that or this was an elaborate trap set up for my demise.

Dramatic, I know, but it was something you tended to expect, living the superhero life.

The surroundings were ordinary enough, at least. I stepped into a pretty standard hotel room, bathroom near the entrance, two large queen-sized beds, and a TV against the wall. It wasn’t a particularly nice room, but nothing about it seemed suspicious besides the fact that there was no one else here. I caught sight of a door on the left wall and wondered if this might be a suite. Was Forecaster on the other side?

“Yes!” Daisy shouted out. “Forecaster is over there. He’s just getting ready.”

I blinked and looked back at Daisy before speaking. “Um…are you a mind reader?”

“Not quite.” She swung her arms back and forth. “I can pick up on emotions, like the fact that you’re pretty on edge right now.”

“Oh! Sorry.”

“No! It’s perfectly fine. I’ve also been a little on edge. It’s just being inside of a city with so many people and so many emotions. It’s a new experience for me.”

I nodded, thinking about how uncomfortable I felt in crowds—a feeling that had only gotten worse since recovering my lost memories.

“That, um…it must be hard,” I admitted.

“Complicated would be a better word. I like people. It can just be confusing sometimes, knowing who’s actually feeling what. Do you want me to hang up your jacket?”

“No, thank you,” I said. In fact, the room’s air conditioner made me wish that I had gone for something heavier.

An awkward silence fell between us, and I realized that I probably should be engaging in some sort of conversation.

“Ah…what’s it like to work for Forecaster?” I asked lamely.

“Oooh, it’s really neat. I get to see all the important people he meets with: Actuals, Forger Leaders, important politicians in the know. Of course, I can’t talk about any of it. That would be really bad, especially given just how many people I know the truth about. For example, did you know that Weapons Master—”

“Don’t finish that sentence, Daisy,” a deep voice resounded from the other side of the door.

Daisy’s mouth snapped shut, then she leaned in close to me and whispered, “he totally knew what I was going to say next cause…you know, his powers!”

“Oh, I don’t need powers to predict you, Daisy,” Forecaster said, a noticeable sigh in his voice.

I heard a brief rustle on the other side of the door before it opened wide.

On the other side stood a tall man with glasses. His age was hard to predict, but I’d put him in his mid-fifties. His dark-brown hair had more than a few grays, and prominent frown lines were etched around his mouth. His shoulders were broad, but his build was on the skinny side, making me wonder if he ate enough. He dressed in a slightly rumpled button-up shirt and khaki pants, with dark circles around his brown eyes. After giving me a quick, dispassionate once-over, he nodded at Daisy.

“Coffee?” he asked.

“Oh! I don’t have any here, but I can pick up some from next door!”

“Good. I’ll take the usual.”

“Yeah. Just let me find my purse.”

“It’s in the closet. And you won’t have enough cash on you, so make sure the debit card is ready.”

“Sure, sure,” Daisy said, heading to the closet. She smiled at me. “I’ll only be a few minutes. Do you want anything?”

“No,” Forecaster said before I could respond. I frowned. It’s true I was going to say no, but speaking for me seemed kinda rude.

“Okay then!” Daisy said, opening the door. “I’ll be right back.”

And then she shut the door behind her, leaving me alone with Forecaster.

The fact that Daisy hadn’t reacted to Forecaster’s lack of manners said a lot. Even with my social awkwardness, I knew that something was off about Forecaster. It wasn’t normal to answer for people you didn’t know, even if you could see the future. And he hadn’t taken the time to introduce himself.

An error that he clearly had no interest in rectifying. He made his way to the desk, forcing me to step back to let him through, then collapsed onto the chair. I tugged on the corner of my jacket uncomfortably.

“Um… Riley said that you wanted to talk about a potential threat to Bailey City?” I asked, wondering if that had been part of the ruse as well.

“Correct,” Forecaster said, then raised his hands in front of him, fingers splayed as if he were holding a basketball. His lips spread into a frown as if in concentration and then a glowing shell of light, set up in grid-like patterns, appeared between his palms.

“Hikari, five years from now, you will die,” Forecaster said.

I automatically jerked back at the sudden announcement. But before it could sink in, the empowered man began speaking again.

“It will be due to a new supervillain named Warp who will make his way to Bailey City.”

At that, he fell silent.

“Uh…how?” I asked, blinking in surprise.

“It’s easier to show than tell you.”

“My death?” My voice came out as a squeak.

Forecaster shook his head, rotating the sphere in front of him, tapping several of the points where the grid intersected. “The death of a single Actual rarely has lasting effects. It’s the results of the final battle that’s the problem.”

He brought the spinning sphere to a halt. I noticed several of the points he had tapped with his fingers appeared to be glowing even brighter. 

“Prepare yourself,” he said. “I’ve been told that the transition can be rocky.”

“What do you—” I began, but before I could finish, the sphere rushed at my face.

The second the sphere contacted my skin, the run-down motel room around me melted away, changing to a bird’s-eye view of Bailey City. It was a lot like a photograph that I remember hanging in my elementary school, showing the city from the coastline and heading north. Only in this one, the leaves were mostly brown, marking the season as late fall. This was the only thought I had time to process before a strange rumble filled the air.

My attention was drawn east of the river, as several houses collapsed in a neat line. Cracks formed in the earth, spreading both south and west, taking down everything in their wake. Buildings fell. Highways shattered. The bridges for the tram, which Alex had always worried about, were decimated. I watched in horror as a crack snaked up the side of the Tong Building, one of the largest skyscrapers in Bailey City. Several floors sluffed off like dead skin, slipping to the ground below.

I imagined that there would typically be screams of horror in a moment like this. But from where I stood, so far up, everything was drowned out by the wind. 

It didn’t make it feel any less real.

And then, I was torn back into the motel. I let out a gasp, realized that tears were leaking from the corners of my eyes. Embarrassed, I looked up to Forecaster, who sat, impassive, at the motel desk.

“What—” I began.

“Happened?” He replied. “I don’t think you need to be able to see the future to figure that one out.”

I swallowed before speaking. “Alex.”

“Yes,” Forecaster said, the sphere disappearing from his hands. “This was Faultline’s doing. I haven’t been able to make out the specifics, but all details indicate that this occurred during the fight, which resulted in your death.”

I shook my head. “What about Dana. He—”

“Dana Peterson?” Faultline asked, frowning.

“Yes,” I said. “Alex…he’s concerned that his powers are slipping beyond his control. Something like this”— I shook my head—“is the last thing he wants to happen. He was going to ask Dana to remove his powers.”

“Well, something must have happened to prevent that. Peterson is long since dead by the Fall of Bailey City.”

I felt my stomach drop out from beneath me. “Dana’s…dead?”

“It’s not particularly important,” Forecaster said with a shrug.

My mouth gaped open in shock. Sure, maybe someone like Dana wasn’t important in the grand scheme of things, but he…he was my friend and a valuable ally. Shouldn’t I know how he was going to die? Maybe I could even prevent it. Or, if it was something unavoidable, like an illness, shouldn’t Dana have some time to put his affairs in order? Say good-bye to his family? To Bonnie?

Forecaster spun the sphere of light in his hands, tapping on several more points. “While Warp has made a couple of appearances before this point, nothing of any significance will be discovered about him until after the city is destroyed. I hope that by bringing this information to the present, we will have years to head him off.”

“So, there’s a chance we can change this future?”

At my question
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