

[image: Superman Dawnbreaker: DC Icons, Matt de la Peña]


[image: ]

Wonder Woman: Warbringer

by Leigh Bardugo

Batman: Nightwalker

by Marie Lu

Catwoman: Soulstealer

by Sarah J. Maas

Superman: Dawnbreaker

by Matt de la Peña




TO OUTSIDERS EVERYWHERE

AND TO THE TEACHERS WHO SEE US





[image: Penguin Books]

Chapter 1

The storm came with little warning. A flash of lightning lit up Clark’s glasses as he huddled beneath the Java Depot awning with three former football teammates, all of them watching the sudden deluge pound the streets of downtown Smallville. The whipping rain had forced them elbow to elbow, and if Clark exercised a little amnesia, it almost felt like old times, back when he and the football squad were thick as thieves.

He doubted they would ever be close like that again.

Not after he had quit on them.

Clark had always marveled at the power of thunderstorms, which put even his own mysterious strength into perspective. For others, the storm was nothing more than a nuisance. An older businessman, holding a briefcase over his head, sprinted toward a silver SUV, where he beeped open his door and dove inside. A drenched calico slunk beneath an industrial trash bin, looking for a dry place to wait out the downpour.

“We can’t just stand here all day,” Paul shouted over the roar of the rain. “Come on, let’s make a run for the library.”

Kyle crossed his arms and rocked back on his heels. “Dude, this shit is, like, biblical. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I guess we could just do this here.” Tommy glanced back at the closed door of the coffee shop before turning to Clark. “Cool with you, big guy?”

Clark shrugged, still wondering what “this” was.

And why no one else could be within earshot.

He had been more than a little surprised when Tommy Jones, a lumbering offensive lineman, approached him at school wanting to “hang out.” He’d been equally surprised when Tommy then showed up at the coffee shop with star running back Paul Molina and fullback Kyle Turner. After all, they’d wanted nothing to do with Clark for the better part of two years—since the day he abruptly left the freshman team midseason.

Now here they all were, kicking it on Main Street again.

Like nothing had ever happened.

But Clark knew there had to be a catch.

Tommy raised the brim of his baseball cap and cleared his throat. “I’m guessing you know our record this past season,” he began. “We sort of … underachieved.”

“That’s one way of putting it,” Kyle said, and Paul shook his head in disgust.

Clark should have known. This meetup was about football. Because when it came to Tommy, Kyle, and Paul, everything was about football.

“Anyway, us three have been talking.” Tommy slapped a big, meaty hand onto Clark’s shoulder. “We’ll all be seniors next year. And we wanna go out with a bang.”

A massive clap of thunder echoed overhead, causing the three football players to flinch. Clark had never understood that reaction. How even the bravest people he knew could get so spooked by a little thunder. It was yet another example of how different he was from his peers. The guys tried to play off their jumpiness by checking their phones and studying their drinks.

That’s when Clark noticed something odd.

About thirty yards to his right, a wire-thin man in his early twenties was standing in the middle of the road, holding out his arms and staring up into the pouring rain. He had a tight buzz cut, and he was dressed head to toe in brown. Brown long-sleeved shirt. Brown pants. Brown combat boots. Clark had an uneasy feeling about the guy.

“Look at this freak,” Paul said, noticing him, too.

“Who?” Tommy asked.

“Over there.” Paul pointed, but a slow big rig rumbled by, blocking their view. When it had passed, the man was gone.

Paul frowned, scratching the back of his shaved head and scanning the empty street. “He was standing out there a second ago. I swear.”

Clark searched for the man, too. Random strangers dressed in all brown didn’t just appear on the streets of Smallville, only to disappear seconds later. Who was he? Clark glanced back through the Java Depot window, where a dozen or so people he recognized were sitting at little round tables, drinking coffee and talking. Doing homework. Taking refuge from the storm.

He wondered if any of them had seen the guy.

As swiftly as the storm had begun, it now slowed to a quiet sprinkle. Steam rose off a drenched Main Street. Heavy drops fell from the trees. They streaked down the windshields of parked cars and zigzagged down street signs. The road was a sea of puddles.

“Let’s walk,” Tommy said, and they set off toward the public square, Clark still looking for the man dressed in brown.

The four of them had to veer around a series of orange cones blocking off yet another construction zone. A surging local economy had led to a serious transformation of downtown Smallville over the past several years. Gone were all the boarded-up storefronts and dilapidated buildings of Clark’s youth. In their place were trendy restaurants, real estate offices, a luxury condo development, and two shiny new bank branches. Multiple construction projects seemed to always be under way now, including the future headquarters for the powerful Mankins Corporation. But there was no work being done this afternoon. The storm had turned Main Street into a ghost town.

“Look, Clark,” Tommy said, attempting to pick up where he’d left off, “we all know how much better we would be with you in the backfield. I mean, there’s a reason we were undefeated in the games you played freshman year.”

“Yeah, before he bailed on us,” Paul scoffed.

Tommy shot Paul a dirty look. “What’d we talk about earlier, man? This is about moving forward. It’s about second chances.”

Clark shrank into himself.

Two years later and he still couldn’t stomach the idea that he’d let the team down. And then lied to them. He hadn’t quit football to concentrate on school, like he told everyone at the time. He quit because he could have scored on just about every play from scrimmage. And the urge to dominate—wrong as it seemed—grew stronger with each passing game. Until one day he ran over Miles Loften during a tackling drill, sending him to the hospital with fractured ribs. And Clark had only been going about 50 percent. After practice, he’d climbed the bleachers and sat alone, long into the night, contemplating what was no longer possible for him to overlook—just how drastically different he was. And how bad it would be if anyone found out.

Before leaving that night, he’d decided to hang up his cleats.

He hadn’t played an organized sport since.

When Tommy stopped walking, everyone else did, too. “I’m just gonna come right out and say it.” He glanced at Kyle and Paul before turning back to Clark. “We need you.”

Kyle nodded. “Come back soon and you’ll be able to reestablish yourself before summer workouts. Shit, Coach would probably even make you a captain.”

“What do you say, Clark?” Tommy play-punched him in the arm. “Can we count on you?”

Clark wanted so badly to come through for these guys. To put on the pads and get back to work. To feel like he was a part of something again, something bigger than himself. But it was impossible. Injuring teammates and scoring seven touchdowns a game was bad enough when he was a freshman. Imagine if things like that happened on varsity. With everyone watching. He just couldn’t risk it. His parents had warned him how dangerous it could be if the world were to discover the depths of his mysterious abilities. And the last thing he wanted to do was bring trouble to the family. Kids at school already teased him about being too good. Too perfect. It was the reason he’d started wearing glasses he didn’t actually need. And mixing in a couple of Bs on his report card.

Clark adjusted his glasses, looking at the sidewalk. “I really wish I could,” he told Tommy in a lifeless voice. “But I can’t. I’m sorry.”

“See?” Paul said. “Told you he didn’t give a shit about us.”

“Unbelievable,” Kyle added, shaking his head.

Tommy turned away from Clark. “Easy, fellas. We can’t force the guy to be loyal—”

The man in brown turned a corner and cut right through the four of them. He forcefully bumped shoulders with Tommy, causing him to fumble his iced coffee to the ground.

Clark and his ex-teammates were struck silent for several seconds, until Kyle kicked the plastic cup across the sidewalk and called after the guy, “Hey, asshole! You need to watch where the hell you’re going!”

The man spun around and shouted something back at Kyle in Spanish. Then he spit on the sidewalk and held up a small blade, as if daring them to say anything else.

“Yo, he’s got a knife!” Paul shouted.

When Clark stepped in front of his friends, he saw how jittery the man’s bloodshot eyes were. And he was mumbling under his breath.

“What’s he saying?” Kyle asked Paul, who was Mexican and spoke Spanish at home.

Paul shook his head. “I don’t know. Something about getting back to Metropolis.”

Clark wondered if the guy might be on drugs. What else could explain his bloodshot eyes and the way he’d been standing in the pouring rain? And he wasn’t just staring at Clark now. He was staring through Clark. “Let’s leave him alone,” Clark said, focusing on the knife in the man’s left hand. “There’s something off about the way he’s acting.”

“Screw that,” Kyle said, elbowing past Clark. He pointed at the man, shouting, “Nobody slams into my teammate like that without apologizing. You think I’m scared of that little bullshit switchblade?”

The man lunged, swinging the knife violently, the blade grazing Kyle’s forearm, before quickly retreating.

Kyle looked at the blood trickling down his arm. He looked at the man.

Then all hell broke loose.

Clark bounded forward to kick the knife out of the guy’s hand, sending it skittering under a parked car. Tommy and Paul threw their backpacks into the street and charged. They tackled the man onto the hard, wet pavement, but he managed to scurry out of their grasp, leap to his feet, and retreat.

Kyle made a move to join the fray, but Clark pulled him back. “Hang on!”

“Oh, hell no! He just cut my ass!” Kyle took a wider angle this time and joined Tommy and Paul as the three of them stalked the guy, backing him into a row of parked cars.

Clark knew how lopsided the fight would be. The man was wild-eyed and showed no fear, but he was clearly no match for three hulking football players.

Clark’s instinct was to rush in and break everything up before anyone got seriously hurt. But things had gone horribly wrong the last time he’d used his powers in public. It had been winter. He’d been walking to the library when he spotted a big rig careening across a large ice patch on Highway 22. Without thinking, he’d sprinted over and used his strength to grab hold of the massive truck before it could flatten the Alvarez Fruits and Vegetables stand at the side of the road. Only he’d somehow overcorrected the big rig’s momentum, toppling the heavy trailer, spilling dozens of oil drums out onto the two-lane highway. Oil had gushed everywhere.

Clark would never forget helping the driver from the wreckage. The man’s face had been as white as a sheet, his leg twisted grotesquely. Would he have even been hurt if Clark hadn’t stuck his nose in things? The question haunted Clark, and he’d promised himself to stop and think before physically intervening like that again.

But he could use his voice.

“Let him go, guys!” he shouted at his ex-teammates. “It’s not worth it!”

The man in brown backed right into an old truck before slipping between parked cars and running away.

Tommy turned to Kyle, grabbing his bloody arm and studying the cut. Paul huffed into the middle of the street to retrieve his backpack.

Clark cautiously followed the man in brown down the next block. He had to make sure he was really leaving, so no one got hurt. He stopped in his tracks when the guy began pounding his bare fists against the side of a beat-up white pickup truck while the driver cowered at the wheel. Clark stood there watching, absolutely baffled. What was wrong with this guy? And why was he beating on this one particular truck? It had just been innocently idling there at the side of the road. And the man was attacking it with a shocking ferocity, bloodying his fists in the process.

He turned suddenly and stalked back the other way, in the direction of Clark and the football players. Clark made a move to cut him off, but the man lunged toward the silver SUV instead, the one where the gray-haired businessman was waiting out the storm. The man in brown flung open the driver’s-side door, threw the businessman onto the street, and climbed in to start the engine.

Clark’s eyes widened with panic when the SUV lurched out of its parking spot and then sped forward, heading directly toward Paul, who was still kneeling in the street, zipping up his backpack.

“Look out!” Clark shouted.

Paul froze when he heard the screaming engine.

He was just kneeling there, a sitting duck.

Clark felt the familiar weightlessness of reaching warp speed.

His skin tingling and raw.

His throat closing as he bolted soundlessly into the street, eyes fixed on the SUV barreling down on Paul.

Clark instinctively calculated his angle, the speed of the SUV, and the potential for destruction. He dove at the last possible second. And as he tore through the air, he peered up into the crazed eyes of the man gripping the steering wheel, and he saw how lost the man was, how bewildered. In that instant, Clark understood this was an act that ran far deeper than he or anyone else could know.

Then came the bone-crushing impact.
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Chapter 2

As Mrs. Sovak droned on about the history of American labor at the front of the classroom, Clark watched Paul’s futile attempt to take notes left-handed. The poor guy’s entire right side was out of commission. His right arm was in an elaborate sling designed to help heal his dislocated shoulder and partially torn labrum.

Clark replayed the scene in his head for the hundredth time. How he’d collided with Paul at full speed. How they’d skidded across the wet pavement and into the tire of a parked van. For the past week he’d been trying to decide if there was a way he could’ve saved his ex-teammate without injury. But each time he thought about it, he came to the same conclusion: the violent tackle was unavoidable.

Wasn’t it?

The football team didn’t see it that way. Kyle and Tommy hadn’t spotted the SUV until it crashed into a retaining wall built to protect the new Mankins headquarters construction zone. And Clark hit Paul with such force that they had ended up clear on the other side of the street. So the other players didn’t understand how Paul could have been in any real danger in the first place. Especially when the police believed the Mankins construction site had been the man in brown’s intended target. Not that they could have asked the man himself. He was in a coma. And doctors didn’t expect him to survive.

Now some guys on the football team thought Clark had blasted Paul on purpose, out of jealousy. And maybe they were right. Not about the jealousy part, but it was possible the SUV wasn’t going to run over Paul.

Maybe Clark had miscalculated.

It felt like every time he tried to help, someone got hurt. And he came out looking like the bad guy.

As if the universe were trying to mock him, Clark now heard the faint crying sound of someone else who might need help. It was coming from a girl, he was pretty sure. But none of the female faces around him seemed the least bit upset.

Bored to tears, maybe, but not upset.

Mary Baker was smacking gum and covertly texting beneath her desk.

Olivia Goodman was biting her fingernails while staring longingly out the classroom window.

Sherry Miller was sketching some kind of dark unicorn scene in the margins of her poli sci textbook.

“Clark,” Lana Lang whispered beside him.

The crying sound reminded Clark of Paul’s quiet whimpering as the four of them watched a rescue crew use the Jaws of Life to free the man from the mangled SUV. Not only was Paul’s shoulder in bad shape, but the skin on his arm and the side of his face had been badly scraped up when he and Clark slid across the wet pavement.

Clark, of course, didn’t have a scratch.

Even his glasses, which had fallen off in the collision, had come out unscathed.

“Earth to Clark Kent,” Lana whispered more forcefully. “Dude, what’s your deal?”

This time he turned to look at his best friend. She was wearing the oval moonstone necklace her mom had given her on her sixteenth birthday and a T-shirt that read THE FUTURE IS FEMALE. Her red hair was pulled back into a ponytail, like it always was at school, and the closest thing to makeup she had on was lip balm.

Who, me? Clark mouthed to her.

“You’re, like, all over the place today,” she whispered.

More crying. He wondered if Lana could hear it, too. Or … maybe it was coming from somewhere outside the classroom?

Lana motioned toward Paul. “He’s going to be fine,” she whispered. “If it wasn’t for you, he wouldn’t even be here.”

Clark shrugged and turned back to their teacher, trying to focus on Mrs. Sovak’s marathon lecture. She was breaking down the evolution of migratory work in America. “Agricultural migrant work started as far back as the 1600s,” she explained. “These were the indentured servants coming from England. Of course we can never forget the monstrosities of slavery, when African people were brought to this country against their will. And in the 1840s, tens of thousands of Mexican workers began coming across the border to take labor jobs. This particular group, as I mentioned earlier, will be the focus of our final unit ….”

It wasn’t that Clark was uninterested. His problem was that he couldn’t stop staring at Paul’s sling. Replaying the incident downtown, thinking about the man with the knife. And now he was also fixated on the subtle crying he kept hearing.

Mrs. Sovak stopped and eyed the class. “I’m not telling you all this for my health, you know. It’ll be on our final.”

Clark sat up straight as her gaze briefly fell upon him.

“I’m sure you’re aware of the protests downtown,” she went on. “This stuff is as relevant as ever. How we choose to address the situation today will significantly impact the future of your town and family farms ….”

Clark tried to isolate on the crying sound, but everything else was getting in the way. Jessica Napier was whispering to a friend in the back of the class. “Tommy’s party next weekend is gonna be huge. Everyone’s gonna be there ….”

Out in the hallway, a student walked by with headphones, listening to an old country song Clark vaguely recognized.

Clear across campus, Kyle made a joke about bulldozing right over Willie Moore during yesterday’s spring scrimmage. One of Kyle’s cronies snickered loudly, and then a locker slammed shut.

Clark could even hear a small plane somewhere in the sky. A single-engine prop plane, to be exact. He could tell by the whipping sound of the front propeller. The plane was flying somewhere over a neighboring community. Like Noonan, maybe—

No, that was impossible. Noonan was the nearest town, but it was still more than thirty miles away.

Great, now his mind was playing tricks on him.

He rubbed his ears with the heels of his hands and stared at Mrs. Sovak.

It wasn’t just his hearing ability that was changing. All his powers seemed to be getting stronger. Two days ago he’d seen right through a wall, into the classroom next door. He’d watched a freshman girl pass a note to another girl, who laughed without sound. These new abilities both thrilled him and scared him to death.

But it was his hearing that he was focused on now.

Somewhere on campus, a girl was crying.

Her soft sobs sounded so broken and desperate that they eventually drowned out everything else in Clark’s head.

He needed to find out who she was. And why she was so sad.

“Clark,” Lana’s hushed voice interrupted again.

This time Clark waited until Mrs. Sovak was writing on the board to turn to Lana. He found her staring at him, her large green eyes narrowed with concern.

“You’ve been acting really weird lately,” she said. “Even for you.”

Clark shrugged, ignoring the dig. Lana had a sixth sense when it came to reading people. It’s what made her such a good reporter. And it’s what made Clark sometimes feel anxious around her. There was so much he needed to keep hidden.

“Honestly, though, is everything okay? I’m here if you need to talk.”

“Thanks,” he told her. “But I’m good. I just—”

The final bell rang, saving him from having to finish the thought. He smiled at Lana instead, doing his best to look normal. Anyway, it’s not like he could confide in her that he heard someone crying on the other side of campus.

She wouldn’t understand.

Nobody would.

As they filed out of the classroom, Lana reached up to brush something off Clark’s collar, saying, “Oh, get this. The inequity within the athletics department runs even deeper than I first thought. I just found proof of an attempted cover-up last summer.”

“Like, in the accounting?” Clark asked.

“You got it.” Lana was already the editor of the school paper as a junior. She was good at asking questions. And even better at getting answers. “Can you believe something like this could be happening right here under our noses? At Smallville High?”

Lana’s current story centered on how much of the school budget was spent on athletics. More specifically, male athletics. Even more specifically, football.

This was the way it had always worked between Clark and his best friend; whatever story she was currently working on became a big part of their conversations. Lana liked using Clark as a sounding board, and Clark enjoyed being part of her investigative whirlwinds.

“Is Rice cooperating?” Clark asked, referring to their principal.

“Oh, yes, she is.” Lana waved her phone in front of his face. “She’s sent me three emails over the last two periods.”

Clark grinned. No one could make a powerful adult sweat quite like Lana Lang could.

The hallways were filled with students excited for the weekend. Clark and Lana swerved around a group of JV defensive linemen doing some kind of pre-practice chant Clark vaguely remembered from freshman year. They ducked past a group of loud pom-pom-wielding cheerleaders. After a while he was able to filter out all the peripheral noise and focus solely on the crying girl.

What was wrong? he wondered. Was she hurt?

“Listen, Lana,” Clark said as they neared the front doors, “there’s something I gotta do real fast.”

“Sounds mildly intriguing. What’s up?”

“It’s not a big deal. Just have to check if I, uh, left my—”

“Lana?” Speak of the devil, Principal Rice was standing in the doorway of the front office, wearing her usual gray power suit. “Can I have a quick word?”

Clark and Lana shared a knowing glance, and Clark whispered, “Meet you at the front steps in ten?”

Lana nodded and turned to Principal Rice. “Of course, ma’am. Would you like to speak in your office?”

Clark watched Principal Rice and Lana start toward the office, then turned his attention back to the crying. He followed the sound through the freshman locker hall and past the gym, where the women’s basketball team was warming up. The sound eventually led him to an empty classroom halfway across the school.

He recognized the girl right away.

Gloria Alvarez.

A senior he’d always admired from afar. She was one of the few people at Smallville High who were able to navigate effortlessly across multiple social groups. One day she’d be eating lunch in the library with the Latinx Book Club. The next day Clark would see her laughing in the halls with a group of white cheerleaders. He also knew she was one of the smartest kids in the school and so good with computers that she codes.

Gloria sat at a desk in the front row, hunched over, wiping tears with a bundled tissue. At first she didn’t notice Clark in the doorway, so he simply stood there and watched her, feeling awkward. She clearly wasn’t in any danger. But the depth of her sadness was so gut-wrenching that he couldn’t pull himself away. He wondered if he’d ever felt anything so intensely.

Was he even capable?

In a way, he actually envied her sadness.

He took a tentative step forward and cleared his throat. “Excuse me, but … are you okay?”

Gloria looked up at Clark, startled. Her eyes red, cheeks streaked with tears.

“Sorry,” Clark mumbled, averting his gaze. “I just—I was passing by or whatever and …” He studied her again. “What’s wrong?”

“Everything.” Gloria stood up, then froze, staring at him. “People are disappearing,” she snapped, “and no one in this town even cares.”

Her words caught Clark completely off guard. “Who?”

She shook her head and pushed past him, out the door. Watching her hurry into the crowded hallway, Clark felt confused.

And helpless.

People were disappearing from Smallville?
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Chapter 3

After school that day, a small helicopter whirred above the field of the Kents’ rural farm, just a few miles south of Smallville. Clark and his dad watched it pass overhead yet again. Third time in the past twenty minutes.

This didn’t sit well with Clark.

He’d always felt protective of the farm. And his aging parents. The feeling had only intensified as he’d gotten older.

Helicopters were a rare sight in the area. Most farmers no longer dusted crops by air. But what really bothered Clark was the way the chopper weaved across the gray sky in a distinct pattern—flying over their small farmhouse, past the pond and the cornfields and the chicken coop, and then dipping lower near the large crater that butted up against their old barn.

Whoever was up there was looking for something.

But what?

When Clark had brought up his concern earlier, his dad shrugged it off. “Can’t say I appreciate it either, Clark. But there’s no law against flying over someone’s property.”

So Clark stuck with the other law-related subject they’d been discussing: the controversial new stop-and-search issue on the ballot in Smallville. It had already been passed into law in a couple of neighboring towns, but Clark refused to believe the residents of Smallville would support it. Would they? “So the police would be able to stop anyone?” he asked his dad. Clark was thinking about what Gloria had said about people disappearing. “At any time? With no cause?”

Wiping his brow on the shoulder of his flannel shirt, Jonathan Kent turned to Clark. Clark thought his dad had been looking older lately. There was more gray in his hair. More puffiness under his eyes. All the years of backbreaking farmwork were catching up to him. “The population’s changing, son. And some communities … I think they’re scared about where this change might leave them.”

“But it’s racist.”

His dad studied him for several seconds before saying, “Well, it’s probably a little more complicated than that. But still, I’m voting no on the issue.”

Clark nodded and drove his shovel back into the ground. Even in his annoyance, he was careful not to use too much force. He’d already snapped a half dozen shovels this spring. And his folks didn’t have money for that kind of extra expense. But it seriously depressed him to think that anyone in Smallville could vote for a law that allowed police to make traffic stops based solely on the color of someone’s skin.

And what happened if the people in the car didn’t have documentation? Could the police just throw them into the back of a squad car and whisk them away?

“That storm’s closer than it looks,” Jonathan said, peering into the sky again. “This really isn’t a great time to be flying.”

“What do you think they’re looking for?”

Jonathan repositioned a loose fence post in one of the holes Clark had dug. “Whatever it is, they should think about heading in soon. Especially after what happened with that plane today.”

Clark froze. “Plane?”

Jonathan paused, too. “A small plane crash-landed out by Noonan this afternoon. The pilot stalled it somehow and couldn’t regain control.”

Clark stared at his dad in shock. The plane he’d heard in class … it was real. His mind hadn’t been playing tricks on him after all.

A drizzle began falling, and the sky swiftly grew more sinister.

“What about the pilot?” Clark asked. “Everyone okay?”

His dad nodded, glancing up at the helicopter again. “She broke several bones. But from what I hear, she should eventually recover.”

“Dad, I …” Clark paused to think about what he wanted to say.

“Yes, son?”

Clark shook his head, imagining how absurd it would sound.

“You can tell me anything,” his dad said. “You know that.”

“It’s just … I heard that plane today.” Clark had to speak up, to make sure his dad could hear him over the sound of the helicopter as it passed overhead again. “How’s that even possible?”

Jonathan stared at Clark. “All the way in Noonan? From school?”

Clark nodded. He’d never tried to hide his powers from his parents—not that he could have if he’d tried. He’d been showing signs since he was a toddler. One summer, when Clark was eight, their closest neighbor, Mr. Peterman, had rolled his four-wheeler on their property. Clark had been playing in a nearby field when he heard the screams for help. He raced over to the scene and, without even considering the impossibility of the task, began hoisting the thousand-pound vehicle, an inch at a time, every muscle in his body straining, until the trapped man could scurry out from beneath it, where he promptly passed out. It was easy to convince the man later that he’d crawled out himself and Clark had merely found him there.

Another time he’d accidentally touched an electrified wire on the Kents’ steer pen. Sparks flew. The air crackled. His skin trembled and buzzed, and his palm grew warm, but he didn’t feel pain. He wasn’t even sure what pain was exactly. He understood it conceptually. He’d seen his dad wince and shake his hand out after slamming his thumb with a hammer. And he’d never forget watching Miles Loften writhe in pain at the twenty-yard line after Clark had accidentally busted his ribs. But pain for Clark was different. It was more of a minor irritant than anything else. Which he knew wasn’t normal.

The point was, Clark’s parents already knew he was special. They’d seen him go around the farm as a kid, trying to lift everything that wasn’t nailed down. They’d seen him running at the speed of light. But these new powers were different. They seemed almost … otherworldly.

His dad kept a poker face as he studied Clark.

The helicopter overhead looped away from a dark cloud, then came back around for yet another pass as the rain picked up. Clark kept expecting his dad to hurry them toward shelter. But Jonathan didn’t. Maybe he considered the conversation too important to interrupt.

“Well,” Jonathan finally began, “I don’t know how it’s possible, but …”

The whir of the helicopter blades was drowned out by a loud clap of thunder. The sudden silence that followed made them both look up. Helicopters weren’t supposed to just stop making noise. Clark thought of the plane in Noonan.

They spotted the helicopter at the same time.

It was plunging toward the ground near the old barn.

Swirling unnaturally in some kind of death spiral.

Clark resisted the urge to intervene. After the incident with Paul and the SUV, he’d vowed to keep his nose out of places it didn’t belong. He’d only make things worse. He cringed as an instinctive energy surged through his body with such ferocity that he accidentally snapped the shovel in two.

The helicopter was just seconds away from crashing into the Kents’ field when Clark tossed away the shovel pieces and took off.

“Clark!” his dad called after him. “Wait!”

Clark tore across the field, hyperaware of everything around him: the thick drops of rain suspended like teardrops in the sky, the deafening silence cocooning his body, the breath suspended in his lungs. In instances like this one, when his powers took hold and his thoughts receded, Earth felt smaller and more fragile, as if its rules no longer applied. Yet Clark knew this was only an illusion. Gravity would still yank down the chopper. The collision with the ground would still be catastrophic. The people inside would die.

He was the one somehow breaking the rules.

But could he break them in time?

With a desperate leap, he made it just before impact, grabbing hold of the landing skids a fraction of a second before they slammed into the ground. He clutched the thick steel in his hands and braced himself with his feet. But Clark’s knees buckled under the tremendous weight of the chopper’s momentum as he attempted to absorb it with his back and shoulders. His muscles screamed, his neck tweaked so far forward that his chin was nearly flush against his chest.

It took all Clark’s strength to kneel in the mud as the massive machine jolted and twisted in his grasp. Spinning out of his control, it landed on its side with a tremendous crash, blades digging into the soft earth with a wet thwacking sound, shrapnel flying everywhere.

The chopper settled only inches from the side of the old barn, at the lip of the crater that had always marked this part of the Kent farm. Clark stared in shock at the helicopter’s battered underbelly, smoke and steam spewing out of the wreckage.

“Hey!” he shouted, scooping his glasses off the ground and putting them back on. “Anyone need help?”

No answer.

He thought maybe he’d failed again, but in a few seconds the smoke had thinned and he spotted someone hanging halfway out the cracked back window.

Clark hurried over and pulled the limp body down from the vessel. Just in time, as the remainder of the window fell from the frame in a single sheet, shattering against the side of the chopper. Clark held the guy in his arms, looking him over. It was a kid he recognized from school. Bryan Something. He must’ve been thrown from the cockpit when the blades smacked against the ground. His head had punctured the window.

Bryan’s eyes were closed, and his pale arms hung lifelessly.

“Son!” Clark’s dad was calling for him in the distance. “You all right?”

A sick feeling spread through Clark’s stomach the longer Bryan stayed still. But eventually the boy groaned weakly and blindly reached a hand up toward the raw scrape on his forehead.

Breathing a sigh of relief, Clark set him on the ground.

Bryan tested his arms and legs as if trying to confirm that he was still alive.

Clark studied his dark, scraggly hair. His deep-set eyes and stooped shoulders. He was thin, like one of the fence posts Clark and his dad had just been repairing. Yet there was a fire in his eyes. Then Clark remembered how he knew Bryan. He was new at school, having started just before the end of the year.

“What … happened?” Bryan managed to say.

“There’s been an accident.” Clark motioned toward the ground near the helicopter. “You’re lucky you landed here. In the mud.”

Bryan scrambled to his feet. “Corey!” he shouted, hurrying around to the battered cockpit.

Two other people were now cautiously climbing out of the wreckage. They each had several cuts and bruises, but miraculously none of their injuries appeared to be serious. One was a middle-aged, balding man. He wore thin glasses that were slightly bent, and he was holding a cell phone in his right hand. He stood in the mud, looking back and forth between the helicopter and Clark, something unsettling in his gaze.

The other passenger wasn’t much older than Bryan. He was taller, though. And broader. They looked like brothers.

“Thank God you’re okay, Corey,” Bryan said.

His brother marched right up to Bryan and jabbed an angry finger into his chest. “What were you thinking up there! You could’ve killed us!”

“I just looped back around like you—”

“This is the one thing you’re supposed to be good at, Bryan! But you suck as a pilot, too, don’t you? God, no wonder Mom and Dad think you’re such a loser!”

Clark watched Bryan turn away silently.

Jonathan showed up, breathing heavily after sprinting across the field. Mercifully, he stepped between the brothers, saying, “Easy, guys. I’ve already called for help. What matters is that everyone’s okay.”

Clark marveled at how quickly Bryan’s older brother’s demeanor shifted. Two seconds ago, he’d been berating his brother. Now he was smiling at Clark’s dad like some kind of overcaffeinated tractor salesman. He held out his hand, saying, “I was just explaining that to my brother, sir. The main thing is we’re all okay.”

Clark’s dad tentatively shook the guy’s hand.

“I’m Corey Mankins,” he said through an artificial grin. “This your farm?”

Jonathan nodded.

Clark realized these weren’t just any brothers. They were the sole heirs to the powerful Mankins Corporation. But what were they doing in a helicopter above his farm? He glanced at the middle-aged man with the bent glasses, who appeared to be discreetly snapping pictures with his phone. He aimed it at the wrecked helicopter, and the barn, and the crater, before slipping it back into his pocket. Clark watched the man suspiciously.

When the rain picked up again the man pointed to the old barn and said, “Why don’t we duck inside here, wait for this to pass—”

“Unfortunately, I don’t have the key with me.” Clark’s dad looped around the wrecked chopper so that he was in front of the barn doors. He grabbed hold of the rusted padlock and looked up at the dilapidated building. “Roof’s pretty much shot, anyway. We can duck under the eaves here.”

All of them crowded under the part of the roof that extended over the ground. It was broken in several places, but it gave some relief from the rain.

Jonathan had always been oddly protective of the most run-down structure on the Kent farm. He’d told Clark it was dangerous. That the whole thing could come crashing down at any moment. Clark had never really given it much thought. But now, watching Corey and the man in glasses share a curious glance, he wondered if there wasn’t more to it.

“Where are my manners?” Corey said to Jonathan. “This is Dr. Paul Wesley, a renowned scientist from Metropolis. And you’ve already met my brother, Bryan. The three of us were out here taking atmospheric measurements to help inform our harvest schedule.”

Jonathan gave his name and shook hands with them.

Clark did the same. The scientist’s handshake was especially aggressive, like he was trying to establish some kind of unspoken dominance. Clark fought the urge to show the guy what a tight grip could really feel like.

“Listen, I’m sorry about your field,” Corey went on. “My father would be happy to pay any damages—”

“No, no, that won’t be necessary,” Clark’s dad said, cutting him off. “Just a bunch of mud and dirt out here. And a barn on its last legs. I’m more concerned about you fellas.” He turned to the scientist. “So … atmospheric measurements.”

“That’s right,” the man said, pushing up his glasses. “My company specializes in agricultural gene editing and environmental strategies.”

“Future of farming,” Corey added. “By tracking weather patterns, we can better predict when to plant, what to plant, and where to plant. It’s like crop disease and pest scouting on a whole new level. The more science we bring to farming, the more efficient we’ll be. And efficiency, as I’m sure you know … It was Mr. Kent, wasn’t it?”

“That’s right.”

“Efficiency, Mr. Kent, brings prices down and production up. Everyone wins.”

Jonathan nodded politely, but Clark could tell his dad was just as skeptical as he was. Corey was a smooth talker. Clark and his dad had never liked people who pretended to have all the answers. No matter how rich they were.

Soon a couple of fire trucks arrived at the scene.

Then an ambulance. And the county deputy sheriff.

Deputy Rogers had a long yellow raincoat on, and he peered out from underneath the oversized hood after each question. Corey did most of the talking, while Clark tried to stay out of it, standing beside his father and occasionally glancing at a dejected-looking Bryan.

EMTs took the three crash victims to the back of the ambulance to check their injuries, and Deputy Rogers followed with a notepad and pen, occasionally barking directions into his crackling radio.

By the time a special flatbed tow truck had arrived, the rain was a full-on downpour. Clark and his dad huddled under a worn-out umbrella Deputy Rogers had given them while the crew worked to load the wrecked helicopter awkwardly onto the truck, Corey insisting they do it according to his special instructions.

Before the truck pulled away, Dr. Wesley climbed up onto the bed and reached into the helicopter cockpit to retrieve some kind of small briefcase. Clark kept expecting Deputy Rogers to ask about that, too, but the rain was so heavy now, everyone seemed focused on finishing things up so they could get back to their vehicles, where it was dry.

Clark pulled Bryan aside. The kid’s arm was now in a sling similar to the one Paul had been wearing at school, and a fresh butterfly bandage covered the cut on his forehead. “You okay?” Clark asked, motioning toward his arm.

“It’s nothing,” Bryan said, forcing a smile. “Just a precaution until they can do X-rays.”

Clark’s eyes widened as he stared at Bryan’s arm. Suddenly, he could see right through the sling. Through the skin and muscle and cartilage. He found himself staring at Bryan Mankins’s bones—as clear as if they were outside his body. Seeing all the stuff inside a human arm didn’t bother him. He was mostly curious. Fortunately, all the bones he saw were intact. There were no cracks or breaks or dislocations of any kind.

“You pulled me out the window before it came down on me,” Bryan said, rubbing the back of his neck. “You’re like … you’re a hero, man. I could’ve been seriously hurt.”

Clark scoffed, adjusting his glasses. “I’m definitely not a hero. Just in the right place at the right time, I guess.”

“Well …” Bryan turned to look at the battered helicopter lying on its side on the truck. “Can’t believe I lost control like that. I’m not even sure what went wrong exactly.”

“Had to be the storm,” Clark told him. “It got bad really fast.”

“But it’s not like the wind was that strong. A little rain shouldn’t have thrown me off like that.” Bryan turned back to Clark, shaking his head. Lightning flashed, illuminating the concerned look on his face.

A powerful roar of thunder followed.

“Bryan!” Corey called out from beside the ambulance. “Come on. Let’s go.”

After Bryan turned to leave, Clark glanced over at his dad.

He’d been watching the entire exchange.

So had Dr. Wesley.
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Chapter 4

Clark stood in the shower, running through everything that had just happened out near the old barn. How he’d darted clear across the farm in a matter of seconds. How he’d grabbed the plummeting helicopter in his bare hands and somehow wrestled it to the ground without anyone incurring serious injuries. But the part Clark kept circling back to was his conversation with Bryan.

He’d called Clark a hero.

No one had ever done that before.

Clark knew he wasn’t supposed to use his powers in public, yet he couldn’t deny the exhilaration of being referred to as a hero. It made him feel important. It made him want to go out there and save someone else.

As the warm water continued pelting the back of his head, Clark found himself thinking about his rapidly changing powers. As he’d raced toward the falling chopper in the rain, he’d had the sudden urge to just … leap into the sky. To soar up toward the two-ton machine and catch it. In midair. Which was ridiculous, he knew. Humans couldn’t fly. But the instinct had been incredibly powerful.

“Clark!” his mother called from downstairs, breaking the spell of his daydream. “Dinner’s ready!”

Clark cranked off the water and toweled dry and went to his room to get dressed. On his way downstairs, he imagined what it would be like to play football now. He pictured himself taking a handoff from the quarterback, juking left
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