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    PROLOGUE 

    Author’s note: To read an extended short story version of this Prologue for free, sign up to my mailing list at luketarassenko.com 

      

    You do not need to read the extended Prologue to enjoy the novel. If you’ve already read the extended Prologue, ‘I Hate Flying’, you can skip straight to Chapter 1.  

      

    * 

      

    I hate flying. 

    The seatbelt sign had only been off for five minutes when a few rows in front of me a man with a shaved head got up, walked into the centre aisle and pulled out a handgun.  

    People around him screamed.  

    “Heads down, now!” he shouted at them in a voice that sounded more used to speaking in Russian. “We are taking over this plane! Heads down now or I shoot!” 

    The screams muffled as people did what he said and put their heads between their knees. Some of the screams turned into whimpering sobs. 

    I really hate flying, I thought again as I joined them and got my head down. This is not helping my anxiety. 

    “I’m not ready to die yet!” said the man to my left, clutching his head. 

    I took a deep breath, then turned to look at him.  

    “Don’t worry,” I said, “everything's going to be alright.” 

    The worst had happened. But now that it had happened, there was no point in worrying about it anymore. It was time to do something. It was time to take action. 

    I undid my seatbelt, stood up and walked out into the aisle. 

    Several passengers screamed again when I appeared there. Many of them were texting hysterically out of view of the gunman, their faces wet with tears. 

    “What are you doing?” said the terrorist when he saw me, training his gun on my chest. 

    He wore jeans and a white t-shirt like a regular holidaymaker but carried a small grey handgun which he had somehow managed to smuggle—or assemble—on board the plane. “Back in your seat, head down, now!” 

    “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” I said to him, just about keeping the quiver out of my voice. Keep it together. I summoned my bravest, boldest tones. “On behalf of the international community and everyone on this plane, I order you to surrender your weapon to me.” 

    “What is this?” said the terrorist, his chunky brow knotting. He laughed. “Are you out of your mind? Do you have death wish? Sit down, little boy, or I will shoot you!” 

    “You wouldn’t dare,” I said. “You could cause explosive decompression and suffocate everyone on the plane.” I learned that in Physics class. 

    “Do not test me, boy! I am not afraid to shoot! This plane is going down either way!” 

    I’d tried nonviolent negotiation. Nobody could say otherwise. I moved towards the man and, to his credit, he followed through on his promise and fired at me three times. 

    Two of the bullets bounced off my jacket because underneath it they met the resistance of my body.  

    They stung quite a lot, though; I never enjoy being shot. And they left two little nicks in my jacket where they pierced it before falling off me and dropping to the floor.  

    The third bullet hit me in the cheek, but that one bounced off as well, pinging onto the aisle carpet. 

    I still flinch when I’m shot at, though there’s no reason for me to. I guess old habits die hard. 

    The man stopped shooting. The other passengers were still screaming, even more loudly than before. But then after a few seconds everyone went quiet, the terrorist included.  

    Wide eyes gawked at me. Only a couple of babies continued to wail. 

    I glanced down at the nicks in my clothing and sighed. “I’m going to have to replace this, you know. That’s my third jacket this week.” 

    “Wh-what are you?” said the man. A sensible question, I supposed, given what had just happened. 

    I took advantage of his confusion to take hold of his gun and scrunch it up into scrap metal in my hand. It made a wonderful snapping noise as I twisted it into a useless lump. 

    The man was trembling now, perspiration pouring from his shiny head. I realised I still hadn’t answered his question.  

    “A miracle,” I said. 

    I flicked him on his chest with a finger and he shot backwards down the aisle, bouncing off the door to the passenger toilets and landing unconscious in a heap.  

    After a moment of shocked silence, the passengers around me broke out into cheers and applause. I looked around at them, not knowing what to do with my hands or where to put the scrunched-up gun, as they whooped and punched the air and cried more tears, I assumed now of relief.  

    “Thank you for saving us!” said the blonde woman sitting across the aisle from me, her face beaming. 

    “Er...no problem...” I said. This was one of the best parts of my job, but I still wasn’t quite used to it.  

    {I’ve neutralised a hostile in row F,} I thought. I thought it, I didn’t say it, because Mute should have connected us all into the mind-link by now.  

    {I’ve neutralised a hostile too, just a little more covertly,} came the self-assured, feminine voice of Djinn inside my head. It took a bit of getting used to, but once you were acclimatised to it the mind-link really was the most efficient way to communicate.  

    {All clear here for me,} said Mute. {There’s nobod—wait! Watch out!} 

    There was a massive jolt as the plane lurched violently to one side for a moment and then straightened out again with a wobble. I fell on my ass. Several people were sent staggering back into their seats and some of the baggage compartments came open. 

    Yellow oxygen masks dropped down from above people’s heads. I didn’t know if they had been triggered automatically or if someone had released them on purpose.  

    People screamed again, even louder than before. I covered my mouth against the puke rising from my stomach. 

    And just like that, I was in free-fall. 

    Did I mention I hate flying? 

    

  


   
    1 

    My name is Gonzalo Lopez, I’m from Williamsburg, New York City, and my powers first manifested themselves when I was fifteen, in high school. 

    I mean, I was literally in high school when they first showed up. 

    I was standing on the white ceramic tiles of the Science corridor, flanked by a concrete wall on one side and blue lockers on the other, under a fluorescent strip light. 

    A crowd of my peers flocked around me, cheering and whooping, including some girls. I always hated it when the girls watched. 

    They were cheering and whooping because Bill Jackson had just challenged me to a fight. 

    “Come on, Lopez,” he said, jabbing his finger in my face, “you puny little faggot weakling! What are you gonna do about it? You gonna stand up to me or what?” 

    Bill had blonde hair, wore the insignia school sports jacket and he was a white kid. He cracked a wicked grin and looked over each shoulder at his audience. 

    He had already taken my lunch money. Next to me, my locker door had a fist-shaped dent in it and the word “WEAKLING” had been spray-painted over it in pink. From inside I was fairly sure I could smell, wafting up, the pungent aroma of a turd. 

    “What’s the problem, Lopez?” said Bill. “You scared? You gonna cry? Why don’t you run on home back to your Mommy? Know what, even better, why don’t you run on back to Portugal or Iraq or wherever it is that you came from?” 

    “I’m Hispanic-Jewish, you idiot,” I muttered under my breath. Geography wasn’t Bill’s strong point. Actually, I wasn’t sure if he had a strong point. 

    “What was that?” said Bill, nostrils flaring. “You disrespecting me, Lopez? I think you’re in need of a good pounding!” 

    My peers agreed, cheering all the louder. 

    Of course, I wasn’t the only kid Bill Jackson bullied, but as the least physically strong and the nerdiest, and brown to boot, I was his favourite. In fact he bullied me so badly that not even the other geeky kids would make friends with me in case they got caught in the firing line, so I was pretty much on my own at school.  

    Normally at this point I would close my eyes and take what was coming to me. However, for some reason that day, I didn’t. Maybe it was because my body somehow knew before I did what had happened to me.  

    Maybe it was because, at that moment, I caught a glimpse of Ali Carter at the back of the crowd, the new dark-haired girl who had been assigned as my lab partner in AP Physics.  

    Ali actually spoke to me like I was a real person, unlike basically everybody else in school, and of course I had developed a crush on her. Ali wasn’t cheering like the others, but she was watching, the sides of her eyebrows pulled back in concern. I couldn’t let myself get pounded into a paste in front of her without even putting up any kind of a fight. I selected my words. 

    “G-g-get bent, Bill,” I said. It probably didn’t help that I stuttered them. “W-why don’t you go and pick on someone your own size? O-or how about your own waist size?” 

    Bill’s eyes nearly popped out and for a moment I thought he would hit me there and then, but instead he threw back his head and laughed. 

    “Ha! Do you hear that, guys? Weakling’s trying to talk trash! Talk me some more smack, weakling!” 

    “Weak-ling! Weak-ling!” The others started to chant my nickname in mock support; Jackson’s teammates, their girlfriends, other random assorted passersby all joined in. 

    I saw that Ali wasn’t chanting. She was still watching, but she was biting her lip as she clutched her Physics folder to her chest. 

    This was my chance not to be a complete weakling, for once. I could say something intelligent, I could talk back to Jackson, and at least I would go down with some pride. Rather than just being beaten to a humiliated pulp as usual while I cowered or sobbed or begged, this time it was happening in front of Ali Carter. My fist clenched. 

    “I just don’t get why you’re such a bigot, Bill,” I said. My stutter had gone and the blood was rushing in my ears. I couldn’t believe I was actually saying this. “This whole country is a nation of immigrants, dumbass. I mean, your family probably only came over here from Europe a few generations ago. Or did you just emerge from a swamp like the rest of your evolutionary siblings?” 

    The audience went quiet.  

    “OooOOoo,” said Bill’s right hand man, Donny Vickers, signalling that I’d made an effective diss. 

    That was enough. Bill gritted his teeth, snarled and pulled back his hand. I shut my eyes. I’d tried dodging out of the way or running in the past, but it only prolonged the inevitable: eventually Bill would catch up to me anyway and give me an even worse beating, so I’d learned that it was better to stay put and take them, to minimise the damage. 

    He hit me in the face this time, so he must have been really angry. Normally he only beat me on my arms or legs, or on the chest. 

    Except, this time, when he hit me in the face, something different happened. 

    I felt his fist connect with my cheek, but where I expected my head to snap backwards, it stayed perfectly still. Instead, Bill’s hand give way against my jaw and I heard the crack of something breaking. 

    “Arghhhhh!” 

    I opened my eyes. In front of me, Bill was clutching his messy, bloody fist with his other hand. I could see some white bone protruding out of the mess. His face was purple and water was leaking from his eyes. He was screaming. 

    “What the hell did you do, you freak?!” he screamed at me. “Is this some kind of Science trick or something?!”  

    I found it quite funny that even in his agony Jackson thought I could have used the Power of Science to make my jaw break his hand. 

    The crowd had gone quiet again. People stared at me, at Bill, mouths hanging. A few of them muttered. “What the hell?” “That’s messed up.” “How did that happen?” Nobody came to his assistance.  

    Donny turned to me with wide eyes. “His knuckles are broken! What did you do?”  

    I had frozen too. I had no idea what was happening. My eyes searched the crowd for Ali Carter, but I couldn’t see her any more. 

    “—kill you!” Bill was saying. This time his other hand flew through the air at my chest.  

    On reflex I shut my eyes and put my hands up to defend myself. 

    I was dimly aware of something thudding into my arm, my stomach, my arm again. But only the faintest of vibrations rippled through my body, just enough for me to register that anything was making contact with me at all. It was a bit like being repeatedly hit with an extremely soft pillow. My body did not move an inch. 

    I opened my eyes to see what was happening. Bill was punching me in the stomach again with his uninjured hand. His face was purple and he was gasping for air. He didn’t seem to be hitting me quite as hard as the first time, but even so he began to let out little yelps of pain when his hand connected with me and I could see blue lumps starting to swell around his knuckles. He kept on punching me. 

    Eventually, when he saw that his blows were not having any kind of effect, he stopped, like a big truck rolling slowly to a halt. He just stood there, covered in sweat and tears, blood dripping from his crushed and bruised hands, a look of exhausted bewilderment twisting up his face. 

    The crowd had been yelling encouragements at his renewed assault, but now they went dead silent. Brows furrowed and lips curled in horror. 

    “What are you?” said Bill for everyone to hear. 

    I didn’t know what I was. I was as shocked by this as anyone. 

    I supposed that the expected thing to do, the poetically just thing to do, was to hit Bill back. I looked down at my right hand and made a fist with it again.  

    I put every beating Bill had ever given me, every moment spent choking for air with my head upside down in a toilet bowl, every racial slur he had ever called me, into that fist, those four fingers and thumb. The veins on the back of my hand stood out. 

    “Weak-ling!” Someone in the fickle crowd had started to chant my nickname again. “Weak-ling!” Only this time, the tone of the chant had subtly changed. “Weak-ling!” They weren’t chanting it in mockery of me anymore. “Weak-ling!” It had a note of joy to it, an uplift in the second syllable. “Weak-ling!” They were chanting my nickname in support of me. “Weak-ling!” They were egging me on to hit Bill in return. 

    What a beautiful moment this would be, hitting Jackson back. What would my body do to him in this strange new invincible state I was experiencing? What would he feel as my knuckles collided with his face? What would be left of him, if anything? 

    I opened my hand and let my hatred dissipate into the air.  

    Who was I kidding? If I hit Bill back I would become just as bad as him. It was what he deserved, sure, but I wasn’t going to be the one to give it to him.  

    The chant tailed off. Several boys in the front of the crowd scowled in disappointment. 

    Then, without warning, they scattered. A teacher had appeared at the other end of the corridor. 

    “What’s happening here? Has there been a fight? Get outta here, the lot of you!” The voice belonged to Mr Oswald, my Physics teacher. 

    In a breath, only Bill and I were left in view, staring dumbly at each other, each as unsure as the other as to what had just passed between us. 

    Whether from the injuries he had sustained to his hands or because he was overwhelmed by it all, I did not know, Bill fainted. He just crumpled up, his legs giving way underneath him, and fell awkwardly to the floor, donking his head on a locker as he went. 

    Mr Oswald broke into a run, his suit jacket flapping to either side of him, his face a picture of concern above his blue necktie. 

    “Boys!” he said. “Gonzalo, what’s going on? Who did this to Bill? Did you do this?!” 

    I was trembling all over and very cold. I told the truth. 

    “Actually, he did it to himself, Mr Oswald.” 

    

  


   
    2 

    “Oy, nidmyeti!” said my mother once we were home and she had slammed the apartment door behind her.  

    This means “Woe, I am undone!” in ancient Hebrew. It’s what the prophet Isaiah says when he is confronted by a vision of the full shekinah glory of God. Mom always was one for dramatics. 

    “I can’t believe my sweet little boy is turning into a thug!” she continued, her voice rising to a wailing lament. She had been uncharacteristically silent the whole car ride home, so I knew that she was really upset. Now her grief poured forth in a torrent. “A suspension! What were you thinking, Gonzalo, getting into a fight?! This is not going to help you to get that college scholarship you want! If someone picks on you, you tell me, you tell the teachers! You don’t take matters into your own hands! What will your father say?!” 

    “He won’t care, Mom,” I said, putting my rucksack down on the rickety kitchen table in our tiny ground floor apartment in Williamsburg. “You know that. Fact, he’ll probably be glad that I’m standing up for myself for once…” 

    “I’m going to call him and tell him what happened as soon as he gets off his shift.” 

    What good did she think that would do? Dad had left us a long time ago, though Mom still stayed in touch with him to keep him informed about me and to try to pressure him into taking an interest. He never did.  

    “Go ahead, call him,” I said to my Mom, helping myself to some cereal from the cupboard which I ate straight from the box. “See if I care.” I sighed through my nose. I couldn’t believe that I might have lost my future college place without even doing anything. 

    Mom’s eyebrows raised underneath her dark curly hair. “What has gotten into you, Gonzalo?! This is so unlike you!” 

    “I didn’t hit the kid, OK Mom?” I shoved more cereal into my mouth, seeking comfort in the multi-coloured sugar. “You don’t know how many times this kid’s hit me.” 

    Mom sat down, her expression softening. She put her hand on my cheek. “Lolo.” (‘Lolo’ was her nickname for me, made out of the last two letters of my first name and the first two letters of my last name. I would die if anyone at school ever learned it. Still, it was better than ‘weakling’.) “Why have you never told me about this before?” 

    “I’ve told you plenty of times that I hate that school. You never listen.”  

    Mom pinched the bridge of her nose. She was still relatively young, in her late thirties, but the pressure of raising me alone had taken its toll, wrinkles starting to show at the sides of her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I just...what happened today, Lolo? Tell your Momma. Is that why you hurt this boy, because he’s been bullying you?” 

    “I didn’t hurt him!” 

    “But the Principal said you did.” 

    “The Principal didn’t see what happened. He doesn’t know.” I paused a moment, wondering if I could tell Mom what had actually happened. It felt incredibly strange, and part of me had even started to doubt that it had happened at all. “It was the weirdest thing, Mom… Bill Jackson punched me in the face, but it didn’t even hurt. I don’t have a mark or anything. Instead, he got hurt. It’s like… it’s like… it’s like God was protecting me, or something…” 

    My words hung between us in the air for a moment. Mom just looked at me for a while, hand clasped over her mouth, her face taut. 

    “I did not raise you to tell lies, Gonzalo,” she said at last. For a moment I thought she might have believed me. Her eyes searched above my head, like she was praying or trying to see what to do. They returned to me. “You’re grounded! Go to your room! No allowance or outings for a month!” 

    Heat rose in my chest. “Fine!” I yelled at her. “Don’t believe me! Whatever! It’s not as if I even have any friends to go out with anyway!”  

    I dropped the cereal box on the floor and slammed the kitchen door on my way out. It shook on its hinges, some dust dislodging and sprinkling down from the ceiling. That was weird, but I didn’t pay it any more mind. As I thudded down the corridor past Mom’s bedroom and the metal hatch of our garbage chute, I bit back tears.  

    What hurt most wasn’t that my Mom had grounded me—it was that she hadn’t believed me. If she wouldn’t believe me, who would, if they hadn’t actually been there? I had nobody I could talk to about this crazy thing that had just happened to me. I shut the door to my room at the back of the apartment against the sound of her sobbing. 

    Inside my poky little bedroom, I lay down on my bed and put my hands over my eyes, pushing on them to stop myself from crying too. What the hell was going on?  

    I replayed the events of the last few hours in my mind. Jackson had definitely hit me, as he had done so many times before, of that I was sure. But I just hadn’t felt any pain. It was so strange. And there were no marks or bruises from his blows on my face. I unbuttoned my chequered shirt to see if there were any on my arms or my stomach. Nothing. Just an old circular burn on my chest from where he had put out a cigarette on me a few weeks ago. 

    Instead, all the pain and damage seemed to have been inflicted on Jackson. It was as if he had been paid back for all the hurt he had caused me. I smiled a little malevolently at the thought: Justice. But how was that possible? Was it a freak accident? Was it a miracle? Had it really happened at all? 

    Yes, it had really happened, I couldn’t doubt that. There had been lots of other people there to experience it too. But would they back me up? Would they corroborate my version of events, or Jackson’s, that I had played some kind of trick on him? That was completely ridiculous.  

    So far nobody had come forward to the Principal in my defence. Mom was right, if this went on my record it would hurt my chances of getting a college scholarship. But the other kids who had been there must know the truth. They had seen it with their own eyes. Unless I was going mad. Was I going mad? 

    By now my whole body was lathered in a film of cold sweat so I sat up and turned on the TV at the end of my bed. It was an old Cathode-Ray-Tube TV, the kind with a big grey box sticking out behind the screen, that I had rescued from a skip a few years ago.  

    I fired up my games console—several generations behind the current model, another second-hand find—and put in the disc for a fighting game. I always played fighting games when I was frustrated or stressed. Since I couldn’t beat up anyone in real life, I took out my frustration by beating up pixelated characters, usually imagining my opponent was Bill, or one of his friends... 

    I started a match against a computer-controlled character on the hardest setting, normally easy for me to defeat.  

    Today, however, my mind was still buzzing with memories and questions about what had just happened and my head wasn’t really in the game. I lost my first match, and the words “YOU LOSE” flashed up on the screen in red, along with an animation of my chosen character applauding his computerised opponent’s victory.  

    “Argh.” Even if I failed at life, I could usually win at videogames! I pushed the button for a rematch with exactly the same characters. I lost again. And again. 

    “Oh, come on!” I said the fourth time I lost.  

    I gripped the controller tight and the handles gave way in my hands and broke, crumpling up between my thumbs and index fingers. It fell to the floor in a smashed mess, strands of red and blue wire sticking out from the sides. 

    For a moment I just stared at it. 

    “Gonzalo!” cried my Mom’s voice from down the hall. She must have heard the sound of the controller breaking through the door. “You had better not be on your videogames!” 

    The door slammed open. She marched in, trailing tears, and yanked the power cable out of my console. 

    I said nothing. She didn’t notice my lack of protest or the smashed-up controller on the floor. 

    Mom waved the cable at me. “No more videogames for a month! And I’m shutting off the internet too!” she said between sobs. “If you are bored—you study! You’re a smart boy, Gonzalo; I am not going to watch you throw your life away with this violence!” 

    She slammed the door again on her way out.  

    Without even thinking about it I rushed over to my battered old desk and booted up my laptop—a cheap little netbook I had bought a couple of years ago with the Bar Mitzvah money from my uncles in Tel Aviv. 

    I clicked into the wifi menu and watched as the little icon for our apartment’s internet, ‘STEIN1’, disappeared. 

    I clicked on a different icon, our upstairs neighbour’s wifi, ‘O2-MCGUIRE’, and typed in the password. I had hacked into our neighbour’s wifi months ago as a challenge, just to see if I could do it. They hadn’t changed their password. 

    I brought up google, typed in ‘invincibility’ and hit enter.  

    That gave me 2.65 million results, but everything on the first page was definitions of invincibility; there was nothing about actually being invincible.  

    I typed in ‘sudden development of invincibility’.  

    4.35 million. How were there even more than the first search?! I wasn’t even narrowing it down!  

    I started reading. The first link I clicked on was a psychiatric info page about ‘mania’ and began by defining what a manic episode was: 

    When under the influence of an episode of mania, some people may have a sudden development of feelings of invincibility, temporarily coming under the optimistic delusion that they cannot be hurt. 

    I could feel the sweat starting to drip down my back now. Was I having an ‘episode of mania’? Was I a ‘maniac’? My thoughts began to race. Oh no, that was another symptom of mania that they listed! The upper left side of my chest started to constrict and throb as though it were being squeezed. No, this wasn’t a delusion, what had happened to me today was real. Wasn’t it? People had seen it. My videogames controller was right there smashed up on the floor. 

    I googled ‘super strength’. Up popped wikipedia. 

    Superhuman strength is a common trope in fantasy, science-fiction and superhero comic books. 

     No! That was not what was going on here! This was reality, not fiction! I mean, I loved fantasy, science fiction and superhero comic books, I really did, but...could I really be deluding myself into thinking I had become like one of the characters from those stories? 

    Three loud knocks sounded on my bedroom door.  

    I nearly squeaked with surprise, then shut my laptop closed at once. I jumped out of my chair.  

    “Gonzalo?” came my mother’s voice from the other side of the door. I was lucky that she had knocked this time rather than just bursting in again. Maybe she felt bad for getting so angry before. “It’s your father on the phone.” 

    Dad... Did I really want to speak to him? 

    “Go away, Mom,” I said. 

    Her voice jumped an octave and a few decibels. “Gonzalo, you open up this door right now and take this phone so you can talk to your father and sort out your life!” 

    I could hear that she was on the verge of a category-A meltdown which I really didn’t want. I had already caused her enough grief today—though through no fault of my own. 

    I opened the door to be greeted by Mom, mascara running down her cheeks, thrusting the cordless phone in my face. 

    “Here,” she said. “Take. Talk. Sort out life.” 

    I shut the door and put the phone to my ear. For a while I just stood there like that, listening. I could hear my Dad breathing and taking puffs on a cigarette on the other end of the line, wherever he was. Was that music in the background? Oh great, he was in a bar. Maybe he was drunk too. It was only six in the evening. Mom must be desperate if she thought talking to Dad would help me. 

    I listened to him smoking for a few more moments: the long, languorous inhale, the pause as the smoke lingered in his larynx, and then the slow sighing out like he was sending away his troubles. It sounded like a man who was enjoying relaxing after work. It sounded like indifference. With the state I was in, I was pretty sure he would be able to hear my frantic breaths on the other end of the line too. 

    “Si?” he said eventually in Spanish, as if he didn’t know who he was talking to, as if I had called him, and not been forced to speak to him by Mom. 

    “Hi Dad, it’s me,” I conceded with reluctance. 

    “Gonzalo.” It wasn’t surprise; it sounded like the start of a speech—a very short speech. “Your mother is very upset by...something. She is being—how do you say?—hysterical. I cannot understand what she says. You tell me what happened.”  

    I swallowed and ground my teeth. Why should he get to hear what happened? He didn’t care. All the same, he was my father. In the end he drew it out of me like he drew the nicotine out of the little stick he was sucking in some seedy bar somewhere after his meatpacking shift. 

    “Well, Dad, a guy called Bill was picking on me at school. He hit me, but then…” For a moment I considered telling him what had really happened. But no, he of all people was the least likely even to listen closely enough to understand what I was saying, let alone believe me. “...he got hurt. That’s why I’m in trouble. School sent me home.” 

    “Well done, Gonzalo!” Now there was surprise in my father’s voice. I couldn’t remember the last time he had said ‘well done’ to me, or if he had ever said it to me, so it hurt all the more that he was saying it in praise of something I hadn’t actually done. 

    “No,” I said, “you don’t understand Dad, I didn’t hit him back.” 

    “Que? Why not? How did he get hurt then?” 

    “Because I’m not like that, Dad.” What should I say to him? What would he believe? “It was an accident. He...he missed me with his punch and hurt his hand on a locker.”  

    “Gonzalo.” His tone had completely changed. Now it was something more like mocking disapproval. “If somebody punch you, even if they miss, you punch them back, son. You are weak, boy.” 

    And there it was. The word sent a jolt of electricity down my spine. Not exciting, enjoyable electricity, like the kind when you win a match at a videogames tournament or when you see Ali Carter walk into your Physics class for the first time—more like the cold, unexpected stab you get when you accidentally touch a live socket that hasn’t been earthed properly, the kind that leaves you aching and numb. 

    “You hear me, Gonzalo? You are weak to not fight back. Somebody hit you again, you hit them back, understand?” 

    I was watching myself have the conversation with my father now. 

    “Yes, Dad,” I said obediently. 

    “Bueno. Now, you look after your mother. I do not want any more ‘hysterical’ phone calls, si?” 

    “Yes, Dad.”  

    “Bueno. Oh, and you stay out of trouble at school. If someone hit you, you hit them back, but you do not let the teachers see you, OK?” 

    “Yes, Dad.” 

    “Bueno. Your grades are good?” 

    “Yeah Dad, they’re great. Straight ‘A’s in everything.” 

    “Muy bueno. You get your good grades, you go to your college, you live a better life than me or your Mama.” 

    He hung up. The line just went dead and after a few seconds the high-pitched empty default tone of the phone kicked in. 

    I stood there clutching the phone which I held out in front of me. Little cracks started to appear on the casing. In my chest, the hurt, the confusion, the stress all mixed up and began to swell until they met with something else bubbling up from my stomach: fury. The hurt and the fury collided, jostling for first place in my body, and for a moment—just a moment—the fury won. 

    I punched my bedroom wall with the phone still in my hand, right on my poster of the Incredible Hulk. 

    Wham! 

    Mom opened the door. She must have been standing just outside it listening the whole time. The door hit me on the back of my head and bounced off without hurting me at all, but Mom didn’t notice. 

    I turned and she opened her mouth to say something, but no words came out. Her mouth stayed open. She looked at the phone which lay shattered in hundreds of white and electronic pieces on the floor. She looked at the wall.  

    The Incredible Hulk poster had torn in the middle, where his torso was, where I had hit it. And behind it, behind where the poster had ripped and some of it was hanging down limply, in the place where my hand had made impact with the white plaster wall, there was an undeniable, unfathomable, unanswerable hole.  

    It was like a small crater in the wall, of the kind that no normal person can make with their fist. 

    We stared. 

    “I think I might need to see a doctor,” I said. 
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    What would you do if you found out you were invincible and had super strength all of a sudden? 

    While Mom freaked out and set about trying to get the money together to get me a doctor’s appointment, I had plenty of time to think during my suspension. For a while I thought about entering the Ultimate Fighting Championship in a mask and making loads of money, or waltzing back into school and kicking the crap out of all the bullies, not even just Bill Jackson, giving them a taste of their own medicine for once.  

    But neither of those options were really my style.  

    Both of those things would attract attention to me, attention that I wasn’t interested in. All I really wanted in life was to get good at videogames, get a scholarship to study Physics at college, and make out with Ali Carter. I didn’t think being outed as a freak with supernatural abilities would help me achieve any of those goals. 

    What’s more, my powers were still very new to me, which meant I wasn’t sure of their limits yet. So for the next couple of weeks after I developed them, while I was still suspended and grounded, I spent most of my time locked in my bedroom trying to hurt myself with different household objects. 

    At first it was just little things: my fist, the mushed-up games controller, a pen. I took them and thumped or jabbed them into different parts of my body: my arm, my chest, my stomach.  

    Nothing happened. The items just bounced off me. My body showed no sign of contact. And nothing hurt me even one little bit. Sometimes if I tried really hard I felt the very slightest far-off suggestion of the beginning of a whisper of a tingle of pain. But it was more like an itch, really—certainly nothing like how being hit on my body had felt before I developed the powers.  

    So, as my confidence in my powers grew, my experiments grew bolder. 

    I remember the evening when I first did an experiment with a knife. It was a Friday. Mom had shouted at me again and I was particularly bummed out that I wasn’t going to get to go out that weekend as there was a big videogames tournament happening over in Manhattan. So, when she had gone to bed, I went and got one of the sharp knives from the kitchen. 

    I sat on the edge of my bed looking at it, turning it over in my hands, watching how the light from my bedroom lamp shimmered in it. I started with the smallest knife, but it was still very sharp. Its black handle was about as long as my middle finger, and where it finished a sliver of stainless steel appeared and came together at its end into a single, focused point. One edge was very slightly thicker, to blunt it, the other could slice through anything it encountered in the kitchen. 

    They had lectured us about self-harm, or ‘cutting’, in school, which some people who were very unwell did to themselves to escape from bad feelings or because they believed they deserved to be punished. But that wasn’t what I was doing. I could never do that. What I was doing was different: I was testing out some astonishing abilities that I had developed inexplicably. I needed to know what their limits were, for myself.  

    Also I was really, really bored. 

    I tested it out on a finger of my left hand first, just with a gentle nick. I felt nothing. The knife did not cut me at all. I tried a slightly stronger slice. The knife just glanced off me. I stabbed it into my finger. It bounced off. My finger was unharmed. 

    I tried stabbing the back of my hand. My forearm.. My thigh. It seemed I was impervious to being harmed by the knife. 

    I wondered if I should do a more dangerous test, to see where my limits were. 

    Should I? 

    I was really bored. 

    After an agony of indecision, I lifted up my superman T-shirt to expose some of the tan flesh of my slightly flabby skinny-fat stomach. I chose a place where I thought it wouldn’t matter too much if the experiment went wrong, where there weren’t any major internal organs, on the bottom-left side of my abdomen. There’s nothing that important round there, right? Which side is your spleen on? What even is a spleen? 

    I held the knife out in front of me with my right hand, point aiming inwards towards the spot I had chosen. For a long time I just held it out there, looking at it, noticing how it split the light of my bedside lamp into rainbows as it quivered ever so slightly in my hand. 

    Am I really going to do this? 

    Just a little test to start with. 

    Slowly, carefully, I brought the knife point into contact with my stomach. I felt nothing, but I didn’t yet apply any pressure to the blade. 

    On reflex, I inhaled, sucking my stomach in to avoid the touch of the knife. 

    Come on, you weakling. Even in my head I called myself the nickname Bill Jackson had given me in school.  

    Yet more slowly, yet more carefully, I pressed the knife back to my skin, and this time I kept on pressing. At first I only applied the smallest bit of pressure, what I thought would be just enough to pierce the surface of my skin under normal circumstances.  

    Nothing happened. I pressed a little harder: Nothing. My skin just sagged back and inwards very slightly, but less than it would do normally, and took the pressure of the point, refusing to break or be cut. I pushed harder.  

    Nothing happened. I put the whole strength of my arm behind the knife, as if to slot it into my abdomen. 

    Nothing happened. 

    I brought the knife away from my stomach again and exhaled with a gasp. I panted a few times, gulping in air greedily. Apparently I had been holding my breath the whole time I had the knife pressed to myself. I could hear my pulse in my ears. 

    This was terrifying, granted, but also thrilling. There was only one logical next step in my experiment. I was a scientist, or at least a science student, so I needed to test out my powers fully. There was no point holding back, because then I would never really know what I was capable of. I took courage from the latest piece of data and my pulsating chest began to swell further with exhilaration. 

    I held the knife out away from me at a full arm’s length, point facing inwards towards my stomach. 

    I nearly did it that very moment, but just before I did a question came across my mind: 

    What if I had reached the limit of my powers?  

    Or what if they suddenly left me as quickly as they had come, just before I did what I was about to do?  

    Or what if I had just been deluding myself all along and I was about to pay the ultimate price for my delusion? 

    No, another part of me answered back to the questions. I know what I’ve experienced. I need to test this out for myself. 

    I breathed in. 

    I scrunched my eyes shut. 

    I stabbed the knife towards myself with the full force of my super strength. 

    “Ouch!” I exclaimed. 

    I had felt the first faintest flash of pain in my stomach. I wasn’t sure if I had cried out because of this or because of what I had expected to happen. 

    I opened my eyes and looked down.  

    There, still held in my right hand, was the kitchen knife, its handle intact. But the blade now looked different. Where before it had been straight as a ruler, now the blade was concertinaed into a wavy ripple of metal. It had buckled in on itself. 

    I looked down at my stomach. I had cried out with shock and pain—but only a little bit of pain. There on my stomach was the faintest of marks, a little red dot where the topmost layer of my skin had split and a tiny little ball of blood had seeped out, held in place by surface tension. 

    So I didn’t have completely unbreakable skin. My skin could be cut, but only, it seemed, a very thin layer of top skin. 

    The muscle under that must be extremely strong and durable, like a metal; strong and durable enough to make a steel knife buckle in on itself.  

    What the hell was happening to me? 
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    “Nick… Jane… Ali… Ali?”  

    The stool next to me was still empty. 

    “Oh, Ali’s not here today,” said Mr Oswald, looking up at us from behind his computer screen. “Gonzalo, you’ll need to pair up with someone else. Nick, it looks like Peter’s not here today either—go and sit next to Gonzalo, would you?” 

    What? No! Nick Filigree picked up his things and slinked morosely towards me while Mr Oswald finished taking the register. No Ali, then. So my first day back after my suspension was going to be one of those kinds of days. 

    “Sorry I’m late, Mr Oswald,” said a voice at the back of the room. 

    I sat up straight on my stool. 

    “Ah, there you are, Ali,” said Mr Oswald, peering over his glasses at her. “That’s a tardy mark, I’m afraid. Come and take your seat.” 

    Nick harumphed and went back to his original place as Ali came and sat down next to me, then got her things out from her satchel. An unusual red colour bloomed in her cheeks. Ali Carter had tan skin, like me. I was pretty certain she was mixed race, also like me, though I wasn’t entirely sure which races—I still needed to find that out, but that would involve saying more than a few words to her.  

    “Hi, Gonzalo,” she whispered, and shot me a quick look. I hope she hadn’t noticed I was staring at her. 

    Her voice lilted very slightly over her ‘a’s and ‘l’s and she pronounced her vowel sounds in the back of her throat, which made me think that at least one of her parents might not have been American-born. Her eyes were brown—I had even looked in them once.  

    She looked away and I continued to study her. Her expression was an odd mix of refined and anxious, her big eyes often stretching wide above her little, slightly up-turned nose, betraying a mixture of pride and apprehension about the world. A wave of dark hair fell to her shoulders, often over one eye so that she had to shake her head or blow to get it out of her vision. Her mouth was a velvet line that was usually pulled tight in concentration, but very rarely would break out into a smile, just for a moment. Below that, her body curved in all the right ways to get a teenage boy like me very, very excited. Though I had to infer this from incidental observation—Ali always wore baggy clothes, and never showed any skin. In any case I wasn’t the sort to stare openly at a girl... 

    In short, she was beautiful. When Ali was in the room, it was like I was seeing everything through her eyes, hopelessly attuned to whatever I thought she might be experiencing at that moment. I sat stiff as a steel bar, hyper-alert to every tiny movement I made and every part of my body.  

    We listened to Mr Oswald explain what experiments we were going to be doing that lesson, or in my case I tried to listen. I couldn’t stop thinking about Ali. Why had she been late? Was she freaked out about what had happened to me, and so now she didn’t want to sit next to me in class? Had she even seen the whole of what had happened with Bill Jackson, or had she left before it was over? Had she heard from one of her friends what had happened, or what they were saying had happened?  

    Who were Ali’s friends, anyway? Since she was still new, I guessed she might not have many yet. I realised I didn’t really know much about her at all, except for her name, that she was beautiful, that she was good at Physics, and that she sometimes spoke to me kindly. 

    Stools started scraping across the floor and people started moving around the room, fetching pieces of equipment. Mr Oswald must have finished his explanation. I followed Ali, her long black skirt billowing around her, and without saying anything we retrieved what we needed from the trays at the back of the room: a wooden stand, an iron vice-grip, and a steel pendulum ball. 

    My movements were over-thought and awkward and I saw them all through Ali’s eyes. On the way back to our work surface I dropped the vice-grip on the floor and bent down to pick it up when it clattered, mumbling “Oops,” under my breath as everyone turned their heads to look at me for a moment.  

    We got to work setting up the first experiment of the day in silence, the only pair of lab partners in the room not talking to each other. I had kept half an ear on Mr Oswald, and this was a very straightforward experiment anyway, so I didn’t need to ask Ali anything. All we had to do was rig up a pendulum using the stand and vice-grip, and then measure how many times it swung from side to side in a given amount of time in order to investigate certain aspects of ‘simple harmonic motion’. Easy—I was well beyond this in my textbook reading. 

    With the pendulum set up, I gave Ali a sideways look. She swept her dark hair out of her eyes and pinned it behind an ear. God, she was attractive.  

    Come on Gonzalo, if you can punch a hole in the wall with super strength then you can open your mouth to talk to a pretty girl. 

    I opened my mouth to talk to a pretty girl and a weird noise came out.  

    “Sayaaaa…”  

    I had meant to say ‘So, how about you get the pendulum moving and I’ll take the measurements?’ But all that came out was a soft ‘Sayaaaa…’ at a high pitch. 

    Ali pulled in her lips and cocked her head to one side. “Look, are you going to start the experiment or what?” 

    I blinked. She sounded irritated. I hadn’t been expecting that. I had been expecting indifference, or at most pity, not mild irritation. 

    “Oh. Right. Er. Yeah. Sure…” I mumbled in monosyllables like a moron. I took hold of the pendulum and pulled it back till the wire it hung from was taut. I picked up a stopwatch with my other hand and it beeped as I pressed the start button and let go of the pendulum. The pendulum began to swing back and forth and I counted the swings as I watched the timer. “Er,” I said, “if I call out the times do you want to write them down?” 

    “Whatever,” said Ali, pulling her lab book to her and drawing a quick table. 

    My brow creased. I wasn’t used to this. Had I done something to upset her? I must have done something wrong. I needed to fix it, but I didn’t know what it was. 

    So we just got on with the experiment in silence, except for when I had to say a number after taking a measurement and then Ali would write it down. We carried on like that for a good ten minutes, me hyper-aware of my robotic body movements and Ali’s presence, occasionally saying a number, and Ali just sitting there and once in a while scribbling down the number on a page next to me.  

    Mr Oswald circulated the lab, checking the work of the students and chatting to them. When he got to us he didn’t say anything about our experiment, but just looked at the numbers Ali was writing down, looked at Ali, looked at me, looked back at Ali, scratched his chin for a moment, and then walked off again. 

    I risked a glance at Ali. She was sat with her head in one hand, sighing intermittently. She must be bored. This was not going well. I had to break the silence somehow. But I couldn’t. My last attempt had failed. I wasn’t good at talking to anyone, least of all girls.  

    Come on, you’ve got powers now! Stop being such a stupid weakling, you weakling! 

    “S-so…” I said. I was going for casual but I was painfully aware that my tone sounded anything but casual. At least it was better than ‘Sayaaaa’ though. Now let’s try for words of more than one syllable. “So……where were you at school before you came here?” I didn’t even know that about her.  

    Ali regarded me for a moment, clearly surprised that I had broken the silence with some actual conversation. After a while she said quietly, so that only I could hear, “Thanks for asking. If you really want to know…actually, before I came here I was in Syria. But don’t spread that around. We’re not the most popular country with your government right now.” 

    “Syria…” I tried to keep my voice quiet too. “Your English is so good. I never would have guessed.” 

    “Thanks.” Ali smiled. “I went to a very good school. And I watched a lot of American TV online.” 

    A thought occurred to me. “‘Ali Carter’, then…” 

    “It’s a westernisation of my Syrian name—Alianna Kahn. My Mom didn’t want me to stand out too much…” 

    “Yeah, that makes sense,” I said, rubbing my jaw. 

    A pause. We were both thinking about the incident in the Science corridor, and I knew it. 

    I took my chance.  “…what do you think about what happened between me and Bill the other week?” 

    Ali’s hand slipped and she made a long mark on the page where her pen streaked across it before it clattered onto the floor. Mr Oswald looked up from where he was helping another pair of students, but only for a moment. Ali coughed a couple of times and picked up the pen. Mr Oswald and the other students returned to their work. 

    “Just get on with the experiment, will you, Gonzalo?” said Ali quietly. 

    I looked back at the pendulum. I didn’t say anything in reply, but carried on calling out the numbers so she could log them. She had shut down the conversation. But at the same time, probably without realising it, Ali had given me a ray of hope: she had allowed me to start a conversation with her. An actual conversation! 

    I continued to read out the numbers from the stopwatch, but this time I only waited a little while before I spoke again.  

    “I know you were there,” I said in hushed tones. “I saw you watching at the start with the others.” When she didn’t tell me to stop talking, I grew bolder. I had been dying to talk about this with someone—someone who might believe me, that is. Someone who had actually been there. It was a risk, talking to Ali, but she had already seen what had happened. “Don’t you think it’s strange what happened to Bill when he hit me?”  

    Ali  stopped writing down the numbers altogether and went very still, staring down at the desk in front of her. 

    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, almost in a whisper. “I left before the fight started properly.” 

    Another reply—this was turning into a full-blown dialogue! Intoxicated, I continued: “I saw you, though. You had disappeared by the end, but you must have been there long enough to see Bill throw his first punch. He punched me but instead he got hurt.” 

    She was quiet another moment. “Really? Lucky accident. He must have hit you in a weird way.” 

    The strange thing was, she sounded like she was trying to convince herself of this as well. 

    “I’ve wondered that too, but… but…” I thought about telling her about the full extent of my powers, about the experiments I had done on myself, but no; not yet, it was too soon. I didn’t know her well enough—yet. What if I scared her off? The powers were scary enough to me. “...but it wasn’t just that one time. He hit me a bunch more times after that, and none of his punches hurt me.” 

    Ali shrugged. “Well, maybe Bill’s not as strong as he looks. Maybe you’re just tougher than him.” 

    Heh. I liked her sentiment, but I didn’t want to be patronised. “Come on Ali,” I said, addressing her by her name for the first time, “we both know that’s not true.” 

    “Well, I did hear the rumour going around school is that you played some sort of Science trick on him...” She smiled a little at that.  

    I smiled back. “We both know that’s ridiculous. I wouldn’t lie to you about this, Ali.” 

    She turned her head to look up at me and our eyes met. I could see now that her irises were indeed brown, but they also had a hint of silver in them: a subtle shimmer in the warm chestnut that was easy to miss.  

    She looked away again. God, she was really making this difficult for me. 

    “Come on, admit it,” I said, just about managing to keep my voice hushed. “You were there at the start, you saw what happened. There’s no denying that something strange happened.” 

    “Alright, okay,” she said, still refusing to resume eye contact. We had stopped logging the numbers for the experiment altogether now, but she kept her eyes down on her logbook again and held her pen, moving it occasionally so that we at least looked like we were doing what we were meant to be doing. “Something strange did happen, I’ll admit that. But there must be an explanation for what happened to you.” She took the pendulum in front of us in her hand, pulled it back, and released it again, making it swing through the air. “I mean, we’re in Physics, aren’t we? Every action has an equal and opposite reaction.” 

    The relief was like a weight was being lifted off my back. Someone else had admitted what had happened to me that day! Now maybe I could stop questioning whether I was going mad. “Thanks for admitting it,” I said, still keeping my eyes on the pendulum. Mr Oswald had begun to circulate the room again. “Nobody else talks to me in this stupid school, and the only people I’ve had to talk to about it haven’t believed me.” 

    “Well, I don’t know,” said Ali, “maybe they’re scared?” She pretended to write down another number. “What happened to you was really messed up, Gonzalo. And Bill’s not even back in school yet.” 

    I was having my longest conversation with a girl ever. Maybe my only conversation with a girl ever. The world had taken on a glowing, golden hue. It was like I was in a movie. I could do anything. 

    This was my chance. 

    “Say…Ali, I’ve been wondering...what would you say to, after school, you know, going to grab a coffee with m—”  

    “How are we getting on over here, then?” said Mr Oswald. Lost in my reverie, I hadn’t noticed him sneaking up on us from behind. 

    “Oh! Um, yeah, we’re doing good thank you…” I said unconvincingly. Had I just asked out a girl for the first time ever in front of a teacher? Crap! 

    “Yes, well, weekend plans aside,” said Mr Oswald, “let’s see what we’ve got here.” He reached over to Ali’s logbook and pulled it across the table to himself, stroking the space between his nose and mouth with a finger as he studied our results. He pushed the book away. “Your experiment started well, but you’ve fallen behind, Ali and Gonzalo. This is nowhere near enough work. Focus properly, get on with what you are meant to be doing and you’ll soon catch up.”  

    He stood a little closer to us and dropped his voice, so that only I and Ali could hear him. “Whatever the two of you are talking about, cut it out. You’re on thin ice as it is, Gonzalo, what with that incident with Bill Jackson the other week. It was very disappointing. Very disappointing. I don’t want to see you getting Miss Carter into trouble too just because she’s new. Now come on, get on with your work please, both of you, or it’ll be done in detention. I don’t want to see a couple of smart kids like you throwing your potential away.” 

    He walked away from us before we had a chance to respond, a classic teacher move, leaving us with our heads hung in shame. We got on with the rest of the experiment in silence, except for me saying the numbers, giving the impression that we were totally engrossed in what we were doing. 

    Once we and everyone else had finished, Mr Oswald explained the next experiment from the front, and we packed up the pendulum and set the new experiment up. We were to measure the downward force exerted by different iron weights by suspending them from a newtonmeter. 

    After we had got it going, it was only a little while before I couldn’t resist trying again with Ali, still drunk on my own new good fortune and powers. This time she was manning the experiment, changing the weights, and it was my turn to record the results in my logbook. 

    “So, Ali,” I whispered, amazed at my own newfound boldness, my eyes on Mr Oswald  helping another pair of students on the other side of the room, “would you like to go for coffee with me after school today?” 

    Ali fumbled what she was doing, nearly dropping a five-kilogram weight onto the table. She steadied herself and took a breath. 

    “What for?” she said, eyes fixed on the weight. 

     That stung a bit, even through my newfound self-confidence. But I had started this now, I might as well finish it. 

    “Because nobody else will talk to me about this. You were there, Ali, I know you know that something weird happened to me, and I thought I could talk to you about it… You know, somewhere we don’t have to worry about Mr Oswald.” 

    Ali took a moment to respond. “…I’m sorry, Gonzalo. We’re lab partners, that’s all. I wouldn’t want to give you the wrong impression about us.” 

    That stung even more, right in my chest. The warm golden hue was rapidly receding. But all the same, she had hesitated just the littlest bit before she had spoken. She still sounded ever so slightly like she was trying to convince herself of what she was saying. I was all-in now; what was the use of turning back? 

    I thought a moment, then decided to play my wild card. “But, to tell you the truth, the weird things haven’t stopped. There have been more. I need to talk to somebody about it. I feel like I’m going crazy. Nobody else will believe me.”  

    This time Ali did drop the weight by accident. I saw the circular iron weight slip off the hook of the newtonmeter and fall on the fingers of my right hand, but I only felt the lightest of sensations, as if a feather had just landed on them. It still made a clinking thud though.  

    I looked at the weight. I looked at Ali. She was staring at me, those big eyes stretched wide, her mouth slightly open. A moment of silence passed between us. I looked up. Everyone else was staring at us too, including Mr Oswald. 

    I realised what they were waiting for. “Oh,” I said. “Owww!” I pulled my hand out from under the weight and shook it, blew on it, then shoved it under my armpit, grimacing, making “Ouch” noises and trying to remember what it looked like for someone to experience pain. 

    People got back to their work, but a murmur of chatter started to ripple out across the classroom, our desk at its silent epicentre. 

    “A freak as well as a weakling” I thought I heard Jimmy Hudson, one of the more athletic members of our Physics class, say.  

    “Probably gone schiz after all those years of beatings from Bill,” said Justin White. 

    Mr Oswald strode over to us as Ali hurriedly re-attached the weight to the newtonmeter and we tried to look like we were still doing what we were meant to be doing. He stopped in front of our worktop, put his hands on the plastic lip of it, leaned in close and said to us quietly “Both of you. Friday after school. Detention.”  

    We carried on with the experiment, but Ali’s cheeks were completely red now, and I’m sure mine were too. I had never received a detention before in my life. And now a suspension and a detention, in the same month? Mom was going to kill me. 

    Ali said nothing more to me until just before the end of the class when we were packing up the second experiment.  

    Amidst the noise and clanging of the rigs being disassembled and the weights being returned to their boxes, when Mr Oswald’s back was turned, she whispered to me “Alright.” 

    “Alright what?” I whispered back. 

    “I’ll meet up with you.”  

    The light turned back on inside my head. “Where?” I said. 

    “Find a coffee shop.”  

    “When?” 

    “Friday. After our detention,” she said. 

    And then she was gone.
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    The hospital waiting room was an excruciation of self-consciousness. 

    I sat hunched over, palms tucked under my thighs, staring concentratedly at my bargain bin sneakers. Now and then I would bounce my gaze up to someone else in the waiting room to check what they looked like, then bounce it back to the floor before they could make eye contact with me: an elderly lady wearing a pair of neon-pink hearing aids; a Dad in a work suit with his toddler son who coughed every ten seconds in between fiddling with a plastic dinosaur; and worst, worst of all, a girl about my age with curly blonde hair and cherry lipstick whom I thought I might recognise from school. 

    What must they all think of me? 

    I bounced my eyes left, where Mom sat scribbling away with a pen in a battered old notebook. They lingered there for a moment, falling on the strange script she was scrawling out from right to left—Hebrew. I could make even less sense of this more shorthand, modern form than the elegant, ancient version that I had been made to mispronounce for my fleeting Bar Mitzvah lessons. They were just meaningless squiggles to me—all I knew was that she was working on her poetry. Why did she have to do that now? I guessed it was her method of escape, her way of dealing with the stress of what was happening.  

    I wish I could make use of one of my methods of escape right now. But I couldn’t afford a portable console and I didn’t want to be seen reading a comic book here.  

    My eyes did another circuit of the room: old lady, floor, Dad and son, floor, girl, floor. This time the girl’s face twitched but I managed to look away before she lifted her eyes to mine. Who was that girl? Had I seen her before at school? 

    I was so embarrassed. Why did a fifteen-year-old boy need to be accompanied to the doctor’s by his mother? The girl was about my age, after all, and she didn’t need to be brought by a parent. 

    Maybe they thought I was some sort of simpleton who couldn’t perform basic tasks by himself. Maybe they thought that I had failed to reach maturity and was terrified of going anywhere or interacting with anyone without my Mommy on hand to comfort me. Maybe they thought that I had some sort of disgusting growth on my genitals which my mother had accidentally discovered, whereupon she had demanded that I go with her to the doctor’s to have my private parts examined.  

    My face was hot. I wanted to crawl under my chair and die. 

    Don’t think that! I wanted to stand up and shout at them. That’s not the reason I’m here! I’m really here because I have superpowers and my mother can’t deny it any more! 

    But I couldn’t stand up and shout that. That was not the sort of thing that was socially acceptable in doctors’ waiting rooms. 

    Oh, and of course: they’d never believe me. 

    The sound of a door clicking open came from around the corner at the opposite end of the waiting room and we heard footsteps echoing down the corridor.  

    The sallow, weathered face of a middle-aged man peered around the wall.  

    “Lopez?” he said in a slightly bored, clinical voice. 

    “Yes, that’s us,” said my mother, slamming her Hebrew composition book shut. 

    Oh thank God it’s me next.  

    “You take this seriously, Gonzalo,” Mom whispered to me as we plodded down the corridor after him. “This is costing me a lot of money.” She had actually had to break into her savings, what little she had, in order to fund this visit. 

    “I know, Mom,” I recited. “I will.”  

    The doctor shut the door behind us. His room was kitted out with a desk and computer, two chairs, and a bed on which to examine patients. He gestured for us to sit down and took his own place at the desk. 

    There were wrinkles in his face and nearly-blue bags under his eyes. His complexion was pale. ‘Dr Alistair Black’ read his name badge.   

    “So, young man,” he said wearily. “What seems to be the problem?” 

    I pondered. On the one hand, I was worried about what might happen if I disclosed my superpowers; I might be taken away by men in white coats or locked up by the CIA for being a danger to society. On the other hand, it was really scary having powers and not knowing where they had come from; maybe a doctor would be able to tell me what was happening to me and advise me on the best course of action? I couldn’t decide. 

    In the end, Mom chose for me.  

    “He thinks he’s become invincible!” she blurted out when I didn’t say anything for a few moments. “He thinks he is special, that he has been given these ‘powers’.” Mom’s voice climbed in pitch. “He got in a fight with a bully a few weeks ago and ever since then he’s been acting unusually, getting into trouble at school and saying these strange things...”  

    “I don’t just think I’m invincible, Mom,” I said at once, caution forgotten, unable to hold myself back. “I am invincible! And super strong!” I turned my attention to the doctor. The words came out in one big sentence and my chest shook as I spoke. “It all started when I was being beaten up by this football player two and half weeks ago, you see, and his punches didn’t hurt me at all, in fact he got hurt, and then I threw a phone into a wall and it smashed, and I tried to hurt myself with a knife, but it didn’t work, and I even put this hand through a window”—I held up my hand—“but it didn’t hurt at all, so you see I must have developed powers of invincibility and super strength...”  

    I blinked a couple of times. I hadn’t been planning on disclosing everything straight away, but Mom had forced my hand by jumping straight to the point with the doctor. I supposed that I was, as it turned out, quite frightened by my powers and that I wanted a professional to reassure me about what was happening. 

    I expected the doctor to express shock, or surprise, or at the least react in some kind of significant way to this enormous, earth-shattering news I was sharing with him. 

    Instead, he put a hand to his mouth to stifle a yawn, turned to his computer screen, clicked a few times and started typing absentmindedly. 

    All he said was “Mm-hm. And tell me, Mr Lopez, how long has this been going on?” 

    Why wasn’t he taking me seriously? He wasn’t even paying proper attention to what I was saying. “I told you how long it’s been going on! Two and a half weeks, since I got in a fight with a kid at school!” 

    “Mm.” He pressed a few keys, paused a moment, read something. Then, not even bothering to look up from his computer screen, he said “And would you say that this feeling of invincibility is a constant thing, or that it comes and goes episodically?  

    “It’s not just a feeling,” I said, and ground my teeth. “It’s real. It’s what’s happening to me.” 

    “Constant, then.” His fingers fluttered again; another pause. This time he did look up from the screen, but only to look over my head at Mom. “And has this feeling of invincibility been accompanied by any other delusions?” he asked her. He spoke to her completely differently, in a much more serious tone. 

    “I’m not delusional, you moron!” I said, for once my anger getting the better of me and boiling over out of my mouth.  

    “Gonzalo!” scolded my mother. “Don’t be so rude! I did not raise you to speak like that!”  

    “He’s not taking me seriously, Mom!” I shot back. “You shouldn’t have brought me here! I knew this was a waste of money!” 

    The doctor leant forward, putting his elbows on his knees, shut his eyes and rubbed his temples. “Please, let’s all remain calm.” Now, at last, he gave me his attention—or at least some of it. “Mr Lopez,” he said, “adolescence is often an extremely difficult time. Your body is going through lots of unusual and alarming changes. Your hormones are doing all sorts of strange things with your brain chemistry. And social dynamics among your peer group can be very tricky. Especially if you have the misfortune of being bullied, which I’m afraid to say is sadly very common. As a result, it can be the case that teenagers, particularly young men for some reason, can develop various coping mechanisms, including inventing fantasies, to try to deal with their problems and get attention. I know it may be hard for you to hear, but I don’t want to patronise you, and in the long run your admitting this will be the best first step to addressing your problems.” 

    I let out a long sigh and looked at the floor. He didn’t believe me at all. The carpet had some coffee stains hiding in it, but otherwise it was a faded, bland blue-green colour, a kind of teal. A boring, uninteresting, unremarkable carpet that would just be walked over its whole life and would never be noticed for being anything special. 

    No. 

    “Give me your ophthalmoscope,” I said.  

    The doctor did a double take. Now he did seem surprised; his little speech hadn’t had its intended effect. “That’s a long word,” he said. “I’m impressed that you know it.” 

    “I read it in a book,” I said, then added in my mind, you quack. I’m not the poor delusional crybaby you think I am. I’m in advanced science class at school. I could go into medicine when I leave if we had more money. I have a date with Ali Carter. And I have superpowers. 

    “Give me your ophthalmoscope,” I repeated. 

    “Now why would I do that?”  

    “I’m not going to damage it,” I lied, “I just want to ask you something about it.” 

    One of Dr Black’s eyebrows crept up. “Ok, you can see it...for a moment.” I had piqued his curiosity enough to humour me, or at least to think he was humouring me. He opened a drawer in his desk and took out an opthalmoscope, an eye and ear examining instrument, to show me.  

    It had a metal handle about a handbreadth long painted to look like tortoiseshell, a funnel-shaped part at the top for sticking in patients’ orifices, a little bulb-light built inside this and an eyehole on the other side for peering into people’s maladies. Maybe he had been given it as a gift. That made what I was about to do a little harder, but I needed to show him the truth somehow.  

    “Here you go,” he said. “What would you like to ask? Would you like to know how it works?” 

    I took the ophthalmoscope from him carefully, held it in two hands, one at either end, and snapped it cleanly in half: Crack. 

    “There,” I said before he had a chance to react, putting the two parts of the ophthalmoscope, which now mirrored each other like jigsaw pieces along two jagged lines of snapped metal, on his desk. “Could I do that if I wasn’t super strong?” 

    Dr Black’s eyebrows nearly leapt off his forehead and his eyes stretched  wide as he stared at the ophthalmoscope, for the first time showing some authentic signs of life. Now I really had his attention. 

    Mom put her hand to her mouth. “Gonzalo!” she said. “I’m sorry, Dr Black. You see, it’s like I told you on the phone, he’s out of control.” 

    I frowned and shot her a betrayed look. So there had been clandestine phone calls without my knowledge prior to our arrival here—how disappointing. But that didn’t matter now. I had shown the doctor what was really going on. 

    For a moment he just stayed like that, looking down at the two pieces of the ophthalmoscope in his hands. Then: “That was a very expensive instrument. How did you do that?”  

    “I told you: I have super strength.” I said. “I broke it as easily as you would break a cookie.” 

    “Can you put it back together for me, please?” 

    “It doesn’t work like that. That would be super repairing skills. I have super strength.” For a doctor, he wasn’t very smart. 

    “Ah. I was quite fond of that ophthalmoscope…”  

    “I’m sorry, but I needed some way of showing you that I’m not delusional.” 

    He put the pieces of the ophthalmoscope on his desk. Now he turned to face me and spoke urgently. “What else can you do, Gonzalo?” He almost sounded excited. 

    Finally, acceptance. Or at least the beginning of it. 

    “Well, like I said, as well as having super strength, I’m also invincible. What’s the best way to show you that…? Here, look.” 

    I took up one half of the snapped ophthalmoscope and rolled up the sleeve of my shirt. 

    “Gonzalo, don’t!” said Mom. 

    I turned over my arm so that the partially lighter, more spongy, fleshy side of it was exposed, and then jammed the jagged, broken end of the instrument into it several times. Where it should have drawn blood, or stuck in me, or at least left some kind of mark or bruise, absolutely nothing happened. 

    “See,” I explained to the doctor, “nothing hurts me. It’s fine, Mom. I’m ok.” 

    What little colour there had been left in Dr Black’s face drained out of it completely, leaving him looking as white as a Klu Klux Klan leadership contest. “And what...what else can you do this with?” he whispered. 

    “I’ve done it with pens, pencils, forks, knives, everything...I even tried banging my head on the wall once after I had a bad fight with Mom.” (At this Mom let out a little whimper.) “Ever since my fight with Bill Jackson, nothing can hurt me.” 

    “Astonishing...” said Dr Black. He must be convinced now. At least he was talking to me like he was.  

    I changed tack, and a quiver of vulnerability crept into my voice. “What’s happening to me, Dr Black?” Now that he finally understood, I wanted to know what was going on. 

    The doctor took a moment to speak. “I’m not entirely sure…” he said slowly, as if he had forgotten how to talk and was remembering. “The important thing is to stay calm…” He patted his trouser pockets all of a sudden, like he was trying to find something, then stood up and hurried over to a bookshelf in the corner of his office. “I know. There’ll be something that could help you somewhere in here…” He began rifling through the bookcase, taking out books, opening them, shutting them, casting them aside. “No, that’s not it…” he mumbled. Mom and I looked at each other, our brows creasing. “Ah, here we go!” he said. 

    He had found a book—not a printed book, a black notebook, with a lock on it sealing it shut. He took a set of keys out of his pocket and located a little silver one. He unlocked the book and opened it to a series of dishevelled pages covered in untidy black writing. He thumbed through it making grunting noises until he seemed to find what he was looking for and stopped on a page, running his finger down as he scanned it, his mouth moving wordlessly. This page looked from where I sat like a computer print-out—like someone had printed out a document and then glued it into the notebook. What on earth was it? 

    Dr Black clicked his tongue. “Yes, that’s right...that’s what I need to do…” he said, more to himself than to us. “I’ll make a report right away...then the proper process will have been followed…” 

    “What are you looking at there?” I asked. 

    He turned back to us, a renewed confidence shining from his eyes. “Right,” he said, ignoring my question completely. “Like I said, the important thing is not to panic.” His whole demeanour had changed. He had gone from moving slowly, showing no signs of interest whatsoever in our conversation, to looking as twitchy and agitated as I felt, speaking quickly and nodding vigorously in between sentences. “Everything’s going to be fine. I will make a report to the relevant authority about the phenomena you have been experiencing, Gonzalo. They will be in touch with you soon, over the phone, or perhaps by house visit. All you need to do is to go home and wait for the phone call. The important thing is just to stay calm, and wait, until then—oh, and it is very important that you do not use your powers again before th—” 

    “What authority?” I interrupted him. 

    “Excuse me?” 

    Mom took over from me. “You said that you would report Gonzalo’s experiences to the relevant ‘authority’. What authority do you mean?” 

    Dr Black bobbed his head to one side. “Why, the government of course! I’ll be reporting these phenomena to the relevant department of the federal government. There’s a procedure I have to follow.” 

    My heart leapt ten storeys. “The government? Why do they need to know about what’s happened to me?” 

    Dr Black sat back down in his chair and folded his hands in his lap. “Gonzalo...you’ve...you’ve clearly developed some remarkable abilities.” He took the same tone as when he had given me the speech about adolescence, only now his subject matter had completely changed. “You should see what has happened to you as a...gift. Although we don’t know exactly why, this sort of thing does happen from time to time, in extremely rare cases which aren’t publicised of course. For that reason, there’s a government department that’s been set up to deal with people who have gifts like you do. You will have a choice now about how to use your gift. If you choose to use it for the greater good, which I strongly recommend that you do, then this government department will take you in, help you develop it, and take care of your education. They will—” 

    “Education?” I interrupted him. “You mean they’ll pay for my college tuition?” 

    Dr Black blinked. He looked down at the notebook for a moment. “I believe that is the arrangement, yes. They will tutor you at their organisation, and then pay for you to attend college while they continue to train you for…”  He put a hand to his mouth, touching his thin lips with his fingers. “But I’ve already said too much. The important thing is to remain calm, go home, wait for the phone call, and don’t use your powers again or reveal them to anybody else. Can you do that for me? That’s as much as I can do for you.” 

    I considered his prescription. Doubts lurked in the pit of my stomach. Could I trust him? What was this ‘government department’ he was talking about? This was all so surreal. At the same time, it was a relief to have told another person about my powers, other than Ali and my Mom, and a medical professional no less. If there really was a government department that helped people like me who developed supernatural powers, I needed the support. Maybe they would even want to recruit me as a...no, it was too soon to start thinking like that. And…college tuition. 

    “I can do that,” I said carefully, testing out each word on my tongue as I said it. I could always change my mind later, I thought. All he was asking me to do was to go home and wait for a phone call. That wasn’t too difficult. And I could always decide not to answer the phone when it rang. And I didn’t have to do whatever the person on the other end of the line asked me to do, even if I did pick up. 

    “Well done, Gonzalo,” said my Mom, her hand pressed flat against her sternum. 

    “Well done,” echoed Dr Black, giving us a wan smile. “Good. That’s settled then.” He stood up, signalling the end of the appointment. “Of course,” he added to my Mom as we moved towards the door, “if there are any other sudden developments or you don’t get the call within, say, a week, do make another appointment and come back to see me again.” 

    “Thank you, Doctor Black,” said Mom, nodding gratefully as we made to leave the room. “Yalla, Gonzalo.” (That means ‘let’s go’.) 

    “Actually,” said the doctor, “Miss Stein, if you wouldn’t mind, could we have a quick word in private while Gonzalo waits outside?” 

    I screwed my face up at that, but Mom said “Yes, absolutely. Go on Gonzalo, wait out there for me. I won’t be long. Will I?” 

    “Just a moment or two,” said Dr Black. 

    I didn’t have time to protest before he shut the door behind me.  
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    I stood outside the consultation room for a moment, wishing that the power I had developed had been super hearing. But I couldn’t hear anything beyond the thick, heavy set wooden door. 

    So I put my hands in my pockets and slinked back down the corridor to the waiting room where I took a seat again. My eyes fell on the out of date magazines in the middle of the room and I thought about reading one of them, but I was too distracted. What did the doctor need to talk to Mom about in private? I wanted to know. 

    I looked up and my body jolted, but I managed to hide it and looked away. The girl I might have recognised from school was sitting across from me. I risked another look at her… 

     …and she was looking right at me. 

    Her squint transformed into recognition. “Hey, aren’t you Ali Carter’s friend?” 

    Oh no, I’ve been identified. Now the whole school’s going to know that I was at the doctor’s with my Mom. This is a disaster. This is the end of the world. This is literally the apocalypse. Hold on—did she just say ‘friend?!’  

    “Um...er...yeah, I guess I am…”  

    Donotsayyournamedonotsayyournamedonotsayyourname. She carried on looking at me, as if expecting something else. “I’m Gonzalo. Gonzalo Lopez.” Idiot. 

    “Gonzalo, that’s right!” The cherry coated lips pulled up into a crescent. “You’re her Physics lab partner, aren’t you? I’m Sam Summers. Nice to meet you. I’d shake your hand but I’m kinda sick...” 

    Why was she talking to me like I was a normal person? Two girls doing this in the same year! It must be the powers. I realised I hadn’t spoken for a few moments. That was impolite.  

    “No worries…” I tried. “Me too.” I coughed into my hand pitifully a couple of times. 

    “It’s the worst, isn’t it?” Sam shook her head slightly from side to side. Her blonde hair was immaculately styled in deliberate curls. She must have done that just to go the doctor. “Hey...you’ve probably already heard, but I’m having a birthday party on Friday at my place in Queen’s...you know, if I’m feeling better, that is. My parents are away and they don’t know I’m doing it—it’s going to be awesome. You can come if you like. You could bring Ali.” 

    My palms were clammy. This had never happened before. Today was Wednesday—Friday was only two days away. It was the day of my detention with Ali, but we could go afterwards. Of course I wanted to go—if this was a potential excuse to spend more time with Ali, outside of school, I wanted in. But what was I supposed to say? How was I supposed to convey my enthusiasm without sounding like a desperate dork? 

    “Shift your tuckus, Gonzalo,” said my Mom, “let’s go.” 

    This time I couldn’t stop myself from jumping. I span in the air and nearly collided with Mom. She was done discussing me with the doctor and had reappeared in the waiting room. She stopped when she noticed I was talking to someone. 

    “Ah, who is this?” she said, her voice turning musical. “Do you know this young lady, Gonzalo? You were in the waiting room before,” she said to Sam. She turned back to me and said accusingly, “Son, why didn’t you introduce me? Are you embarrassed of the mother who gave you birth?” 

    This cannot be happening. Everything was going so well a moment ago. Why is this happening? There is no God. 

    “Oh,” said Sam, “we only just met, really. I sort of know one of your son’s friends from school. A bit.” 

    “Is that so?” said Mom, smiling. “Well, young lady, if you would ever like to come over to our apartment for tea and pretzels, you would be very welcome. Heaven knows I have never seen Gonzalo even speaking with a pretty girl before.”  

    Sam giggled. “Thank you, Mrs Lopez—I’ll keep that in mind.” 

    My cheeks actually physically prickled from my blush. Mom had held this kind of thing back when we were talking to the doctor; why was she letting loose now? I wished that the ground would swallow me up, digest me and fart me into oblivion. “Better go...” I found the strength somewhere to mumble. 

    “Oh, there’s no rush, Gonzalo,” said my Mom. Ah. She was enjoying this. 

    “Yes there is...we’ve got that...thing…” I literally pulled my mother away from my high school peer and out of the waiting room. 

    “Maybe see you later this week,” Sam said as we left, slipping me a wink. 

    I wanted to say “Maybe!” Instead, all that came out was “Meep…” in a kind of stifled squeak. You weakling. 

    I dropped my head and resumed watching my feet as Mom and I marched out of the hospital and back onto the grey sidewalks. 

    “That was very rude, Gonzalo,” said Mom next to me. “I was having a very pleasant conversation with that nice young lady. Oh well, I’m just glad to see you socialising with someone. You never tell me about your friends, and sometimes I wonder if you have any, so it’s good to meet one and to hear about another one of them.” 

    That smarted a bit, but the thing was, I suppose I did have a friend now, in Ali. Not a girlfriend, not yet anyway, but maybe a friend. And if I could get her to go to this party with me I might actually now have a chance of making some more. “Sorry Mom…” I said. “I guess I was just a little... embarrassed…” I changed the subject to something more pressing. “Hey, what did Dr Black want to say to you in private?” 

    Mom went quiet for a moment. “Oh… He just told me that I needed to take extra care of you until we get the phone call. You’re a special boy, Gonzalo, you know that, don’t you? A very special boy…” Were her eyes filling up with tears again? If they were, she blinked them away. She must be really proud of me. “I’m very lucky to be your mother. You are very gifted. But I’ll always be here to take care of you. You know that?” 

    “I know Mom, I know,” I said. Gee, what is it with mothers? I did appreciate her looking after me, I really did. But couldn’t she see that it was time for me to grow up and become a man by myself now?  

    I had superpowers. 

    I had a date with Ali Carter. 

    And now I had an invite to a party I could take her to! 

    Friday couldn’t come soon enough. 
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    Friday detention was reading and copying out the school code of conduct in silence under the watchful eye of Mr Oswald in his lab, deathly boring.  

    But the afternoon transfigured when he pronounced the magic words, “Ok, you’re done,” and I got to leave the room with Ali. 

    She was wearing a long denim dress and a brown leather jacket, dark eye shadow and gold-coloured earrings making her look even prettier than normal. I wondered if that was for Sam’s party. Does she know about it yet? I hadn’t told her about it; I was saving that as my ace in the hole. Or has she dressed up just to see me? As we made our way out side by side through the sterile grey corridors of the Science block I said nothing, but imagined taking her hand, or her slipping her arm in mine. 

    Slow down, Gonzalo, you’re getting ahead of yourself. You’re not at that stage yet. You may have powers, but you still need to step up to the plate. Say something, for goodness’ sake. Why wasn’t she saying anything? Had she forgotten we were going for coffee? 

    “That was so boring…” I ventured. 

    Ali glanced sideways at me as we walked, then brushed her dark hair out of her eye. “Yeah, I know. Don’t ever get me in detention again, Gonzalo. That was my first ever one, in this or any country, and I plan on it being my last.” 

    She was annoyed at me? That wasn’t good. “I’m sorry; it was for me too.” I smiled weakly. “Blame it on the superpowers, hey?” 

    She stopped in her tracks then, turned and gave me a long, hard stare. Her silver-flecked brown eyes looked right into me. For a moment I met them, but after a moment I had to drop my gaze.  

    Up until recently, even though we had been lab partners, I had always interacted with Ali at a remove, admiring her over the infinite distance between our two wooden stools and the tacit politeness we kept. Now that we were getting into the habit of having actual conversations with each other longer than a few words, I was discovering there was something more to her, something I hadn’t been able to see before. She was still completely lovely, for sure, but there was also a hidden...wildness to her, a quiet ferocity locked up inside her that I was just starting to glimpse. She seemed just a little dangerous. 

    “...are you still up for getting a coffee together?” I said, as I couldn’t bear the tension any longer, and looked up at her. 

    Her bottom lip disappeared underneath her teeth. If anything her gaze intensified.  

    She started walking again. “Yeah, I didn’t forget. Let’s go.” Forget? I hadn’t even considered the possibility that she might have forgotten. “Where do you want to go?” 

    We left school and caught the subway to a little coffee shop I had chanced upon. I say ‘chanced upon’, actually in the last week I had spent hours meticulously researching the best possible coffee shop to take Ali to online. This one was called The Magic Bean, those words painted onto its sign to look like they were made from a twisting beanstalk, and was just out of the way enough to make it unlikely that we would run into anyone from school there, but also on the same subway line that led towards Sam’s apartment in Queen’s. Maybe that was why Ali agreed to go there with me. I didn’t mention anything about the party yet, though.  

    We slouched into two battered old armchairs opposite each other across a round table and sipped warm cappuccinos. The tabletop was painted with a fairytale scene of a knight slaying a dragon to rescue a princess. I had to stop myself from grimacing as I swallowed the bitter, frothy concoction in my mug. I didn’t even like coffee—it made me even more anxious than usual, gave me the jitters—but it was what adults drank and what Ali had ordered and I didn’t want to seem like a little boy by ordering a hot chocolate with extra cream and sprinkles like I usually would. 

    Ali still wasn’t saying much. Now that we were in the coffee shop, all of a sudden she seemed to want to look at everything but me. She fidgeted with her spoon, stirred her drink, lifted some froth to her mouth, replaced the spoon on the plate, gazed out the window. My heart sank. Even I could tell she was feeling uncomfortable. I needed to do something to make her interested in me again. 

    “So I went to the doctor’s earlier this week to tell them about my powers. I’m going to get a phone call from the government sometime soon.” 

    That got her gaze again. Her eyes seemed to double in size and she clenched her jaw tight, some of the colour disappearing from her tan face. She looked like a deer caught in superpowered headlights. 

    “Yeah,” I continued, “it’s a pretty big deal, right? I mean, I’m not really sure what to expect, but I had to tell someone about what was going on. Apart from you I mean.” And my Mom…  

    She took a while to speak. “So...that’s the standard procedure, is it? They’re going to call you? They have a way of dealing with the kind of...thing that’s happened to you?” 

    “Yeah, seems like it.” I leaned in a bit closer, kept my voice low. “The doctor had a file that he had to look at that told him what to do. It looked like there’s a number he has to call. Then he told me to go home and wait for a call myself from the relevant government department.” 

    “There’s a government department that deals with this kind of thing?” Ali blew out her cheeks, letting a long sigh escape her lips, then shook her head. 

    “What is it?” 

    She hesitated again before she spoke. “I dunno, Gonzalo… This is just all so weird… It’s quite a lot to handle, isn’t it? And I’ve only just started getting to know you properly...” 

    What did that mean? Did she mean ‘getting to know you with a view to going out’, or ‘getting to know you with a view to being friends’?  

    “I know it’s weird…” I said. “But it’s exciting as well. I mean, who knows what the government will want to do with me?” 

    “Are...are you sure that you can trust them?” 

    I did a double take. “I...I mean, I guess. It’s the government, right? Their job is to take care of you. Yeah,” I decided. “I’m sure I can trust them.” I said it confidently, but I wasn’t entirely sure how confident I was of it. 

    “What do your parents think about all this?” Ali asked. 

    “Oh, it’s just me and my Mom at home. I haven’t been able to get through to my Dad for a while. He might have changed his number. He does that sometimes...” 

    “I’m sorry.” That look was pity. Pity was not what I wanted. I was more going for ‘attraction’.  

    “No, it’s ok,” I said hurriedly. “I’m used to it. My Dad’s a total jerk. Mom’s totally fine about it, though. I mean, she has been quite annoying at home lately, and a lot stricter with me. In fact, I’m not really meant to be here right now—she thinks I’m still in detention. But to be honest, I think at the same time she’s a little relieved that someone’s taking care of it and that she won’t have to pay for any more doctors’ appointments for me...” 

    “Will they help you for free, because of the nature of your…powers?” 

     “It sounds like it. The doctor said they would take care of my education. He said they would pay for my college tuition. How cool is that?! I might actually be able to go to college!” 

    She pushed her mug to one side of the table, finished with it, and stuck her tongue into the side of her mouth for a moment. “But Gonzalo...what do you think they’re going to do with you once they’ve put you through college?” 

    “Well, like I said, I don’t really know. But…the doctor said something about ‘using my gift for good’ and that got me thinking, and I’ve been wondering if… if…” 

    She looked the question.    

    It spilled out of me. I couldn’t help myself. “I’ve been wondering if they’re going to train me up to become a superhero.” 

    She smiled, for the first time that afternoon. “Good one, Gonzalo.” 

    “I’m not joking, I’m totally serious.” Her smile vanished. “Come on, it’s not that hard to imagine, is it? I mean, it would make sense, right? I’ve developed these amazing powers, and the government want to know about them, and they’re going to want me to put them to work for good, aren’t they? It’s just like the comics and stories and games, only it’s...only it’s real.”   

    Ali put both her hands on the table, like she was steadying herself. Her nails had shiny black polish on them to go with the eye shadow. I got that this was a lot to take in. But she could handle it. She was kind and sweet and understanding and strong and she could handle it. She was also very beautiful, sitting there, her fingers splayed and grasping the table, dark hair curling down her cheek, attentive and dangerous. 

    “Ok,” she said, “let’s backtrack. Tell me about your powers again… What exactly is it that you’ve discovered you can do?” 

    Yes! She was interested in finding out more. I must have infected her with some of my excitement. She already knew about my powers—she couldn’t have forgotten about those—but she wanted to find out more about them. 

    “Well, it’s really amazing, Ali: I think I’ve basically become invincible. Or invulnerable. Whatever you want to call it. Nothing can damage me or cause me significant pain. Ever since that fight with Bill Jackson, it’s like I’m untouchable.” I dropped my voice once more. “I’ve done these experiments on myself at home, you see…” 

    She wrinkled up her forehead but I carried on unperturbed. 

    “I’ve tried hurting myself with different objects at home, like knives and hammers and stuff, but none of them hurt me.” 

    The deer-in-headlights look returned. Her arm twitched. For a moment I thought she was about to get up. “I think it’s really good that you’ve been to the doctor, Gonzalo…” 

    Ah, so she wasn’t excited then, she was just struggling to believe me still. Darn. I had to try harder. “I know part of you must think I’m crazy, Ali.” Wow, where was this confidence coming from? I never imagined that I would ever be able to talk to a girl like this. I loved these powers. “But honestly, I’m really not. You saw what happened with Bill in the Science corridor. I mean, everyone else who was there did too, but you’re the only person who’s kind and honest enough to admit it…”  

    She hugged herself with one arm and chewed her lip. I carried on. 

    “And you saw what happened when that metal weight fell on me in Physics lab. I’ve got powers, Ali, I really do. I’d prove it to you again right here and now in this cafe, but I don’t want to draw attention to myself...” I looked left and right. “We’re too conspicuous here. But anyway, that’s not even all of it.” I kept my voice hushed. “I’ve got super strength, as well. I smashed a hole in a wall at home with my fist. I can show it to you sometime if you like… And I’ve done other experiments with my strength too. I broke a video game controller just by squeezing it. I bent my radiator into a funny shape, then bent it back so no one would notice. I can lift our refrigerator with one hand. The other day I pushed a car parked outside our building about a foot.”   

    She spoke hesitantly. “That really is...amazing, Gonzalo... But...why these powers? What is it that you think has happened to your body?” 

    I had an answer for that. “Well, I’ve been thinking a lot about that too, and I think I’ve worked it out. I think what I’ve basically got is what you’d call ‘hyper-muscle-density’.”  

    “Meaning what?” 

    “Remember when Mr Oswald in Physics class taught us about density and about how the denser an object is the tougher it is? It’s like that. My muscles must have become hyper-dense. That’s the best way of explaining the phenomena I’m experiencing. When Jackson hit me, it hurt him, because my muscles are so dense it was like he was punching metal. Denser than the bones of his knuckles. Also, the density must mean I have way more, like trillions more, atoms inside my muscles, which means that the sinews and ligaments and stuff are stronger, which is why I have the super strength as well. But it doesn’t look like I have super strength—I’m not really ripped or toned or built or anything, just so you know... But I don’t need to be, because my muscles are hyper-dense.” 

    “Nice,” said Ali when I finished, and nodded, with a smile. “That makes sense, I suppose.” 

    “But the thing is, I’m not completely invincible.”  

    “Oh yeah?” 

    “Yeah, I’ve found out through the experiments I’ve done at home. If I try hard enough I can still pierce my skin and feel tiny amounts of pain.” She frowned at that, so I moved on quickly. “And not every part of me is immune to pain. My nose and my ears aren’t, for example.”  

    “Why those?” 

    “Well, they’re cartilage, aren’t they? Not muscle. Remember it’s only hyper-muscle density.”  

    The smile was back. “That’s pretty clever, Gonzalo. That’s pretty clever. But...why do you think you’ve developed these powers all of a sudden? Where would they have come from?” Ali was getting quite animated, gesturing with her hand as she spoke. I knew that she believed me fully now. I knew that she was on my side. 

    “Well, they’re superpowers, aren’t they?” I said. “I don’t know where they came from. They’re like a kind of miracle. Maybe I was exposed to some high levels of radiation without realising it. Maybe I’m an alien. Maybe my parents have superpowers too, but they’ve just kept them a secret all this time—I don’t know! Maybe the government will be able to tell me where I got them from.”  

    Ali nodded again. “That’s great, Gonzalo. It’s really cool that there’s a government department that deals with this kind of thing and that they’re going to help you with your powers. It’s...encouraging.” She looked at her wrist watch. Surprise moved across her face. “Ah! Sorry, Gonzalo, but I’ve really got to go. Thanks, this has been fun.” She started to gather up her satchel-bag. 

    “Wait! Really? Do you have to go now? We haven’t even talked about you yet!” 

    The silver in her eyes shone. “You’re right, Gonzalo, we haven’t talked about me.” She stood up. “But I’m sorry, I really have to go.” 

    I stood too. “I’ve been invited to Samantha Summer’s sixteenth birthday party tonight!” I said, playing my ace all at once with absolutely zero lead-in. Smooth. “She says that you can come too!” 

    Ali looked even more surprised than when I was telling her about my superpowers.  

    “What?” she said. “When?” She seemed disbelieving. Was it so hard to believe that I had been invited to a party? 

    “When I was at the doctor’s Sam was there too, in the waiting room. She invited me.” I stuck my chest out slightly. It was good to say it, all the more because it wasn’t even a lie. “She invited you too, through me. Sort of by proxy, kind of thing. I hadn’t told you yet because we hadn’t had Physics again until today and I don’t have your phone number... We can go together?” 

    I hadn’t meant it to sound like a question, but I couldn’t stop the little rise in pitch at the end of my sentence. 

    Ali looked at the door. Then she looked back at me. I had put her through a lot of different emotions this afternoon, I knew. It can’t have been easy to hear about my superpowers and what was happening to me and the great things that I was going to do. It was shocking. But she was sweet and brave and kind and strong. She could handle it. 

    “Alright,” she said. “Let me just go and make a quick call.”  

    “And then you’ll come?” 

    “Maybe. Give me a minute.” 

    She left for the coffee shop restroom and, I assumed, to make her call. I wondered who she was calling. She was probably calling her parents to ask for permission. That must mean she hadn’t been invited to the party already. That must mean she had gotten dressed up just for me! I stirred the dregs of my coffee in its cup with a wooden stirrer. Excitement bubbled inside me, but apprehension about what the government were going to do with me and about disobeying my mother stirred up too. I ignored them.  

    “Fine,” Ali said when she reappeared all of a sudden. “Since Sam invited both of us, you can go with me to the party, but you’re not going ‘with’ me.” She sounded a little exasperated, but I could tell she was excited too. 

    I put on my best smile. “Got it.”  

    Still friends, then, for the time being.  

    Not quite the outcome I would have liked, but I didn’t say anything about that.  

    I didn’t want to ruin my chances of things developing later. 
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    We left the coffee shop—together, still, whatever it meant that we weren’t ‘together’—and threaded our way through the pedestrians to the nearest subway station.  

    It was rush hour by now, the streets and sidewalks full of cars and people jostling and queueing and shoving to get to wherever they were going for their start-of-the-weekend fix of entertainment. 

    We were going to get ours at Sam’s house on the edge of Queen’s which meant catching subway line C a few stops north.  We touched our passes to the electronic reader and stood next to each other in the crowded subterranean gloom of the subway tunnel for a few moments before one of the trains screeched up to us and we piled in through the automatic doors with what felt like a hundred other people. 

    There wasn’t a lot of room in the train car so we had to stand holding onto a metal pole facing each other, only about a handbreadth apart. I was glad that I had remembered to pack breath mints in my bag that morning as I snuck one into my mouth. 

    Packed in like this, surrounded by people and six inches away from my face, Ali had nowhere else to look but at me. It was too awkward not to talk. 

    “So…” I said. “Tell me more about you.” 

    Was there still a smile hiding in that tight line of mouth somewhere, in spite of the awkwardness? Did she find me cute, or just ridiculous?  

    “What would you like to know?” Ali said coolly. 

    The question I had about her rose to the surface of my mind easily. “Well, for starters, what made you and your family come over here from Syria?” 

    “You really want to know?” 

    “Of course.” 

    It still took her a second to be able to say it. “My parents split up, and my Mom wanted to make a new start, so she left my Dad and took her with me to America.” 

    “Wow.” 

    Ali looked at the floor. 

    Oops. “Hey, no, I don’t mean ‘wow’ like ‘that’s messed up’, I mean ‘wow’ like that’s really brave. Don’t worry; I get it. My parents split up too. Only my Mom didn’t leave—my Dad did.” 

    Ali raised her eyes to me again. “Yeah?” 

    “Yeah. My Dad’s a real jerk. What’s yours like?” 

    Her eyes went to the floor again. I could see immediately that she did not want to answer that question.  

    “Who did you call before we left?” I asked, trying to spare her by changing the subject. 

    Ali’s eyes narrowed in puzzlement for a moment, then she seemed to remember what I was talking about. “Oh...you mean back in the coffee shop? Just my Mom. She said it was fine for me to go out.” 

    “Wow, your Mom is way cooler than mine.” 

    “Well, you don’t know her like I do...” 

    “At least she let you go out. I’m still technically grounded. My Mom will be going out to her writing group tonight; she’ll be back from that late but still earlier than I will, so before I left for school today I propped some books up in my bed to make it look like I’m in there sleeping when she gets home.” 

    “That’s—”  

    Just then the train lurched and Ali fell forward with the movement, her body pressing up against mine. For a split second the infinite distance between us was bridged and I felt the shape of her, normally hidden so modestly under her baggy clothes. In that instant I wanted to put my arms around her, to hold her to me, to embrace her in the safety of my super strength. But instead, also not wanting to disrespect her, I put out an arm and grabbed her shoulder, stopping her from falling further forward into me.   

    The train returned to equilibrium and she righted herself.  

    As soon as she had her feet again, Ali recoiled, drawing back from me like she’d been zapped with a stun gun. The deer look was back; she seemed horrified that her personal space had been violated, that I might have taken advantage of her. 

    But when she saw that I hadn’t, she seemed to calm down, shoulders dropping again. The deer-look disappeared and the not-quite-smile returned. 

    “You know, Gonzalo,” she said, “there are two types of guy in the world...and I think you might be the second one.” 

    “What are the types?” I asked. 

    “I’ll tell you sometime.” 

    Perceiving that this too was a subject on which she did not want to be pressed, I asked Ali some other small questions for the rest of our journey, which turned out to have big answers: She wanted to go to college one day but wasn’t sure how she was going to afford it, like me. Physics was her favourite subject, like me (though English came a close second for me). She had a deep hatred for bullies, like me. All of that was highly promising. I was glowing inside.  

    Our stop came.  

    We got off the train, which had stopped overground in Queen’s, and walked out of the station down the streets to Sam’s house—I let Ali lead the way as she had a phone with GPS. Sam must be one of the more affluent members of our school, as we were properly in the suburbs now. Instead of the boxed-in, brownstone apartment blocks and towering skyscrapers closer to the heart of the city, we walked past fenced-off, sometimes semi-detached houses down wide streets even dotted with the occasional tree. Commuters passed us concealed in their cars, returning to their homes as the day grew dimmer. It took us a long time to walk to Sam’s house though, both being too young—and in my case at least, too poor—to drive, so by the time we arrived it was almost completely dark and there were far fewer cars passing us on the road. 

    When we got there, it was obvious which one Sam’s house was. It was a slim, brick-built dwelling built onto the side of another identical house, just like all the other houses in the street, only lights were on in all the windows. The steady dum dum dum of a bass beat was pulsing out of it, loud enough for us to hear it as we turned into the street but, I guessed, not quite loud enough to irritate the neighbours too much—not yet, anyway. Inside the windows we could make out the silhouettes of teenagers moving and dancing and drinking already. 

    As we approached the house Ali was recognised by a small group of kids coming from the other direction. 

    “Hey Ali,” said a boy at their lead, trim and good looking, with gelled-back hair. “Who’s this?” 

    I recognised him, and some of the others, from school, but I didn’t know any of their names. My gut clenched. I put my hands in my pockets to try to stop them tremoring. I shouldn’t have had that coffee. 

    When I said nothing, Ali said “This is Gonzalo. He’s my Physics lab partner. He’s cool.” 

    “Ah, your boyfriend, you mean?” said a girl from the pack mischievously. She was short and wore a brown bob. I thought her name might have been Hannah, but really it was anyone’s guess. 

    “No, he’s not my boyfriend,” said Ali. The quickness with which she said it stung a little, but I bounced back. I was going to a party with her, after all. And I had superpowers. Don’t forget about the superpowers. That must count for something. I couldn’t use the superpowers or reveal them to anyone, but I had to keep reminding myself that I had them. 

    “Come on,” said Ali, to me and everyone, “let’s go in.” 

    The front door was unlocked and swung open at a gentle push from gel-hair. I stepped over the threshold last, entering a new world a few steps behind the others, in more ways than one. I had never been to a high school party before. No one had ever invited me. I would have probably been too scared to go anyway. That was before the powers, I reminded myself. 

    Beyond the door I was immediately hit by thick fog. The burnt, dirty smell of cigarettes filled my nostrils, along with something else, something more exotic and richer which I guessed must be marijuana. The fog swirled around a cramped entry corridor crammed full of people. Two boys were locked in an embrace just a few steps inside the door, one of their backs pressed up against the orange wallpaper, kissing with passion. Others kids lined the wall, leaning, standing, dancing, chatting, lifting bright red cups of pale liquid to their mouths. 

    Welcome to your first high school party, Gonzalo. Wait, where did Ali go? 

    In the time I had taken to stare dumbly at the scene before me, I had lost Ali and the others in the fog. They had walked on down the corridor and disappeared into the mist. Had she meant to go off like that without me, or had she simply not realised I wasn’t still with her?  

    I made my way gingerly down the corridor, first stepping over the two boys who had now fallen over onto the floor together, weaving myself around flailing bodies and trying not to spill anyone’s drinks. Most of the other kids squinted at me suspiciously as I passed, if they weren’t already too drunk or stoned not to notice me. 

    At the end of the corridor I turned a corner, but then found myself confronted by a dilemma: To my right, a flight of stairs flew upwards, decorated with more high schoolers sitting and talking and kissing. Straight ahead of me, a doorway opened into the living room, the heart of the party where the music was pounding out of a sound system. Someone had rigged up an electronic ball on the floor in the middle of the room which threw different colours onto the walls, turning the family photos and single glazed windows purple, then red, then green, then purple again. The room was a mess of bodies, their shadows spinning and whirling and throwing out their limbs, all flickering and shimmering in the changing lights and the haze of the smoke. I couldn’t see Ali, or any of the others we’d met at the door, in either direction. 

    Which way to go?  

    I chose the stairs, marginally less intimidating, wondering if Ali had gone up those and if that was why I couldn’t see her anywhere.  

    This time I got some scowls of unfamiliarity from the kids sitting on the stairs. A fat boy who was for some reason holding a hockey stick tracked me with his eyes as I passed him. Maybe he was some kind of gatekeeper. 

    “Er, hi…” I tried mumbling to him. He didn’t even bother to respond, but he let me pass in any case. 

    Did they know that I was the kid who had broken Bill Jackson’s hand? Nobody but Ali spoke to me at school, so I didn’t know if people were still talking about that, whether they could identify me as the bully-rebel or not. At least Sam hadn’t mentioned it when I’d met her—she didn’t seem to mind, if she did know. 

    At the top of the stairs was a landing with more talking and dancing bodies and three doors off of it. I dodged the dancers and tried the nearest one: a blue-tiled bathroom with a girl throwing up in the toilet and another girl holding her hair for her—neither of them Ali. “Oops, sorry…” I shut it at once. 

    The next door wouldn’t open and when I put my ear to it I could hear muffled gasps. 

    “Hey, get away from there, creep!” said a girl on the landing, draped by the arm of a guy in a football shirt. “Wait your turn like everyone else!” 

    “I’m sorry, I didn’t know…” 

    “Yeah, yeah. That’s what they all say.” 

    I wasn’t sure that I wanted to try the last door any more, but tensed my muscles, found the courage and checked it. Behind was a single bedroom, populated by yet another group of teenagers, thankfully this time none of them doing anything more innocuous than sitting and talking. They turned their faces on me with blank expressions. I scanned them quickly as I could—none were Ali. I mumbled an apology and shut the door. 

    I went back downstairs. I had to brave the living room. I took a deep breath and walked in, starting to move slowly through the room, trying to look like I was enjoying myself and not just methodically investigating each person I encountered to see if they were Ali—which was exactly what I was doing. It was hard in the flashing colours and mist. When I got close enough to one girl to look at her face and see that she was a white kid with a wide jaw, not Ali, she thought I wanted to dance and started shaking her body nearer to mine. Terrified, I joined in, dancing at a party for the first time in my life, lifting my hands and wobbling them from side to side while my hips remained completely rigid, like a badly designed puppet.  

    Eventually I got my legs to respond to me again and I ‘danced’ myself away from the girl, trying to make it look natural, like I was simply carrying on my dance in another direction. As soon as I was outside of her orbit and she was shrouded in enough coloured mist, I dropped my arms with relief and started walking again.  

    I checked everyone in the room that I could find; none of them were Ali.  

    She wasn’t anywhere upstairs or downstairs that I could see. It was like she had vanished, or teleported away. 

    Through the haze I noticed something on the wall in front of me: an upright rectangle with a small circular knob halfway up one side. Oh, come on! 

    I opened the door and yellow light spilled through into the living room, interfering with the colour scheme of the makeshift nightclub. The nearest living room dancers immediately yelled at me in complaint, so I shut the door again quickly with me on the other side. 

    I was in a little kitchen, flanked by two surface tops, cupboards above and below them, with an open fridge-freezer at one end. Every foodstuff in the place seemed to have been raided, spread out on the counters, in the sink, on the floor—bread, cookies, chips, even dry pasta and rice. It was all being eaten by a group of four boys with bedraggled long hair and bloodshot eyes. “Munchies!” one of them looked at me and said. “Munchies! Must have fooood!” 

    My chest was tight and it had become difficult to breathe. I stepped through the back door at the end of the kitchen and out into the garden, where I gasped and gulped in the clean air. My glasses fogged over, so I took them off and rubbed the lenses with my shirt.  

    I put them on and scanned the people in the garden, renewing my search for Ali. It was completely dark now, but the light from the kitchen partly illuminated the figures so that I could just about make out their faces. Things were a bit calmer in the garden, where people had apparently come if they didn’t want to dance right now, and were stood around talking to each other and sipping from those bright red cups. 

    This time I recognised a few more kids from my classes—Brad Woolner from Physics and Jane Perkins from English Lit and Tim Fassbender from Biology—but still no Ali. I could see about half of each of their faces as they stood talking, turned slightly away from the house. At the back of the short garden, on the grass, was a big keg with a tap near the top and people milling around it. This must be the source of the alcohol in the red cups. I thought I might as well go and get myself a drink. That could calm my nerves, help me to fit in better. 

    As I walked over to the keg, I recognised someone else standing next to it. Not Ali, but Sam—the birthday girl! There she was with her blonde curls and favourite cherry lipstick. The second girl who had spoken to me like a human being this year.  

    I went over. She was surrounded by other kids, laughing and joking, and was dispensing drinks for people from the keg, a stack of red cups nestled behind it, fuelling the frenzy of her own party. 

    “This is such a good party, Sam!” one of them was saying. 

    “Oh, you really think so?” 

    “It totally is,” said another. “This is like the best party ever! There hasn’t been a rager like this for… well, at least a few weeks!”  

    I didn’t know about any other recent parties. I stood for a while waiting for a natural gap in the conversation to greet Sam, but none came. 

    Just open your mouth, Gonzalo. Stop being such a weakling. You can move a car with your bare hands, for goodness’ sake. It shouldn’t be so hard to talk to a girl at a party. 

    “Hey there, Sam.” When I eventually said it, it happened almost at random, right in the middle of someone else’s sentence. Nobody even heard me. I gulped, breathed, waited for at least the current speaker’s sentence to finish, and tried again. 

    “Hey there, Sam.” 

    They heard me this time, and five pairs of eyes turned on me, shining slightly in the kitchen-light. Sam had to shield her eyes from it with one hand and scrunch up her face to make me out. 

    “Hey there! Who is that? Oh, it’s you, the guy from the doctor’s! Gordon, right?” 

    To my shame, I was too on edge and self-conscious to even correct her. To this small crowd of my peers, I became ‘Gordon’, forever. 

    “You know this guy, Sammy?” said generic high school teen kid number one. 

    “Yeah, he’s friends with Ali. You know, the new girl? She’s cool.” 

    “Would you like a drink, Gordon?” said Sam. 

    “Er. Yes please. I mean, sure.” I remembered something. Something that might help. “Actually, Sam, I’ve got something here for you.” 

    I slung round my rucksack, which hadn’t left my back this whole time, fiddled with the zip for what felt like an age while their stares burned on my cheeks, then fished something out from the bottom where it was hiding underneath my school books. 

    I thrust it out towards Sam. A small, square present, wrapped in shiny silver paper, with a card in an envelope taped to it. 

    They all looked at me. 

    “What’s this?” said Sam after a moment. 

    “Er. It’s a present. You know to...celebrate your...birthday?” 

    I realised at once that I had done something embarrassing, something outside of the normal social code of conduct. Generic high school teen number two put a hand to her mouth to stifle a snicker.  

    “Awww!” said Sam, at twice higher the pitch than normal. “Gor-don! That is so sweet!” 

    “What sort of dork brings a birthday present to an open house party?” I heard generic high school teen number three say to number four. 

    An open house party...suddenly my individual invitation from Sam didn’t seem so individual any more. 

    Revelation dawning on me, I tried to subtly pull the present back from her, saying “You know what, you can open this later, can’t you?” 

    But it was too late. She had already reached out and put a hand on it to take it from me. She clutched onto it tight and would not let go. For a moment we each tugged, like we were fighting over it, but it would be even more embarrassing to snatch it back off her now. I was committed. The present slipped out of my fingers and Sam had to put a foot behind her to stop herself falling backwards. 

    She opened the card first while the others looked on with raised eyebrows. It said “HAPPY SWEET SIXTEEN” in rainbow letters on the front. It had been ninety-nine cents in Walmart. She was actually turning seventeen since she had been held back a year after her expulsion from her last school, but I only found that out later.  

    “Thaaaank you, Gordon!” she cooed all the same, and beamed at me. (Perhaps she was happy to maintain the myth that sixteen was her real age.) “To Sam,” she read from inside the card. “I hope you have a really neat birthday. Thanks so much for inviting me to your party.” It sounded stupid read out loud. I should have read it out loud before to check it. ‘Neat’? What was I, ten years old?  

    This time generic high school teens one through five just outright laughed. 

    “Hey—cut it out, you guys!” said Sam. She spared me reading the sign-off of the card, perhaps because she had seen that it actually said ‘Gonzalo’ not ‘Gordon’ and had taken pity on me. “I think it’s really sweet.” She gave me a wide smile. “Now let’s see what’s in here…” 

    She fumbled open the little square of wrapping paper, then furrowed her brow at the CD case she found inside.  

    JOY DIVISION, UNKNOWN PLEASURES it said on the cover, above and below a picture of white wavy lines on a black background that looked like a mountain range viewed from above and at an angle, which was actually a visualisation of a data readout from a dead star—a pulsar. Ali would have found that cool, I bet. 

    “‘Unknown Pleasures’?” said generic high school teen number two. “What is that, like a porno? Are you trying to come onto her or something, Gordon?” 

    “No, no! I would never!” I said straight away. 

    Sam narrowed her eyes.  

    “Not that I wouldn’t want to…” I carried on, crashing the car of my response into a ditch. “Wait, no, you know what I mean! It’s...it’s this really cool British band I discovered. They’re from the 1970s.”  

    I only had a pitifully small allowance at the best of times, and for the period I had been grounded Mom had cut even that off. I had scoured the internet searching for a suitable present for Sam’s birthday, but hadn’t been able to find anything I was happy with that was within my price range. So in the end I just bought some shiny paper and wrapped up one of my favourite CDs from my personal collection which I had inherited from my Dad. Who even listens to CDs anymore? I thought it would be cool and retro. I was realising now that I had misjudged that, quite a lot.  

    Crap. 

    “It’s nice, thanks,” said Sam, entirely unconvincingly, putting the CD to one side on top of the keg. She probably didn’t even have anything that played CDs. She pulled down another drink into a cup for me. “Here you go, Go—oh, hi you guys!”  

    Some more people were coming over. 

    “Hey look everyone, it’s weakling, at a party!” somebody approaching said. 

    Oh no, not that name. I had been recognised by someone who knew me by that name. Probably someone who had witnessed the episode in the Science corridor a few weeks ago.  

    “Weakling?” said a deeper, growly voice behind me. “What are you doing with my girlfriend?” 

    I turned around and looked straight into the face of Bill Jackson, bully extraordinaire. 

    Don’t use your powers. 
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    Bill’s nostrils flared like he was a bull getting ready to charge. The top corner of his lip pulled up in a snarl. His mad bloodshot eyes throbbed. 

    “S-sorry, Bill…” I said, wringing my hands, temporarily forgetting that I had powers. “I didn’t realise Sam was your girlfriend… I didn’t mean anything by it…” I was already on the back foot because of my embarrassment at having just given Sam the dud birthday present.  

    Around us at the bottom of the garden a ring of eyes watched in the light from the house, waiting to see what would happen next: Sam, Bill’s friends Donny, Duke, and Rob, the people Sam had been talking to, the new folks who had come over. Still no Ali though, as far as I could see. Everyone had stopped talking. We had an audience—again. 

    “Give me that,” said Bill calmly, holding out his hand to Sam who was not saying anything either and had gone even whiter than usual. She took the CD-gift I had just given her from the top of the beer keg and handed it to him obediently. 

    Bill looked down at the case in his hands, an ape examining a newly discovered object, trying to identify whether it was a threat. I could almost see the cogs grinding in his tiny brain. I noticed that his hands had healed quite well. There were no bandages on them and the bruising had mostly gone down, though there was still some scarring and evidence of stitches around his knuckles. 

    After a moment, he dropped the CD on the grass, lifted his sports trainer, and stamped on it. The plastic case broke with a crunch and little fragments of it pinged off to the sides as he stamped again and again, driving it further into the soil below, putting his full weight into it. I heard the CD itself snapping too. 

    “Oooooooo,” went up the familiar sound from the audience, eerily quieter than usual. 

    Bill drew up close to me, sticking his thick-set jaw right in my face. I could smell the beer on his breath like some kind of Neanderthal perfume. 

    Remember you have powers! my brain finally came to my aid to remind me. 

    He spoke first in a low growl out of the corner of his mouth so that only I could hear him. “You ever pull anything like this again with my girl, any of my girls, and I’m going to kill you. You got that, weakling? I will kill you. Kill you dead.” 

    Well, that’s what ‘kill’ means, isn’t it? I wanted to say. ‘Kill you dead’ is just unnecessary repetition. But I didn’t. Instead, I tensed the muscles in my upper arms and legs, bracing myself for what was coming next. 

    Bill raised his voice now, speaking so that all of the assembled onlookers could hear. “You’re lucky I don’t just pound you into a paste right now, weakling. Coach says if I get in another fight with you I’m off the team. So unfortunately I can’t beat the shit out of you right now like you deserve.” 

    I exhaled. Phew. He must be scared after what happened last time in school. This crowd was even bigger than it had been then—he must want to save face. That was a relief. The doctor had said I wasn’t supposed to use my powers until I got the call from the government. At least this way I would avoid making a scene and getting into any further trouble. I didn’t want to jeopardise my standing with whatever department was meant to be getting in touch with me, and my future college tuition. 

    Bill turned his back on me, showing me the school logo on the back of his jacket, a half-diamond shield with stars and stripes on it, then went and stood next to Sam, wrapping his arm around her. 

    “‘Course,” he said, “just because I’m banned from kicking the shit out of you, doesn’t mean my boys are.” 

    What? 

    “’s’right,” said Donny Vickers, stepping forward out of the ring of eyes and smiling wickedly. “I think you’re in need of a good pounding, weakling.” Why wasn’t he scared of me? He had been there on that day when my powers first manifested; he had seen what happened to Bill when he tried to attack me. Maybe he had tricked himself into thinking it had been some kind of prank. Maybe he thought I had just gotten lucky somehow. 

    “Yeah, I’m a-thinking so too,” said Rob Packer with his Southern twang, and also stepped out of the circle, taking off his own sports jacket and leaving it in a heap on the grass. 

    Duke Samson and three more whose names I didn’t know stepped forward into the arena and grunted their assent as well, rolling up their sleeves and warming up their fists in their opposite hands. Click, click, went their knuckles as they cracked them in ritual preparation. 

    Ah, that’s why Donny doesn’t’ think he needs to be scared. It wasn’t just him who was going to try to whale on me. It was the whole frigging football team. 

    Everyone around went quiet for a moment. The only sound was the pulsing bass beat of the music coming from inside the house. Or is that my heartbeat? A fight outside of school. This was serious. This would have consequences. 

    “Bill, don’t!” said a desperate female voice. I was surprised that it came from Sam. “Please! He was only trying to be nice! He didn’t mean anything by it! I met him at the hospital and thought it might be fun if he came to the party!” She tried to step forward, but Bill held her back, restraining her with his tree-trunk arms. 

    “Heh, fun,” he said to her. “You were right, it will be fun—for us. Don’t worry, babe, this’ll be over soon. It’s a good thing he knows where the hospital is, ’cause he’s going to be spending a lot more time there.” 

    “I dunno, Bill...” said one of the generic high school teenagers from the audience. “I don’t think this is such a good idea... You guys could get in serious trouble…” He and a couple of others began to walk off. 

    “Aw, shuddup, Jamie,” said Bill to the objector. “This weakling disrepsected me, you heard him. He deserves everything that’s coming to him. That’s just the law of the jungle. Hey guys, where are you going? Stay and watch! This’ll be fun!” Bill began shaking his fists and chanting the refrain that was used in school whenever something like this happened—although nothing quite like this had ever happened before in school, as far as I knew. “Fight, fight, fight…”  

    The other kids picked it up and the chant got louder and louder: “Fight, fight, FIGHT!” Apparently the blood-thirst in the audience was stronger than whatever reservations people might have. 

    Rob was the first to approach, a sadistic smile spreading on his dumb face under his military kid crew-cut. I don’t think he had been there on the day that my powers had shown up. 

    I had to think quickly. I thought about running, but the jocks would get to me first, and that would mean having to use my powers at least once to get past them. I didn’t have super speed, after all… Plus, even though I wasn’t meant to use my powers, a little part of me still wanted to stand up to them, not run and hide like a pathetic weakling coward… 

    Rob lunged towards me. I tried my hardest not to flinch, but old habits die hard even with powers, and I instinctively shut my eyes tight behind my glasses and put my arms up to cover my face.  

    Instead of taking a swing at me, though, Rob swung himself round behind me and hooked both of his hands under my armpits, locking his fingers behind my head, holding my arms up from behind me in a full-nelson hold.  

    I struggled on reflex and for a moment I broke the hold as easily as I might have shrugged myself out of a sweater, but then I remembered that I wasn’t meant to be using my powers so I let him get me back in his grip. I had to concentrate quite hard to stay limp and not draw on my strength to resist him. I didn’t want to hurt him. 

    Government call. College place. Don’t use your powers. 

    Donny stepped up next. He had decided to leave his football team jacket on. I guess he didn’t think I was worth the trouble. There was a deranged glint in his eyes above his crooked nose, broken-and-healed from football injuries. Was that just sadism, or was there the tiniest little hint of apprehension in there too? 

    “Let’s see you get out of this one, weakling,” he spat. 

    He drew back a fist and socked me hard in the stomach while Rob held me. I assumed the punch was hard—but I was only assuming; I couldn’t really tell. I sucked in my gut just at the instant he made contact, trying to take the force out of the blow so he wouldn’t hurt himself. At the same time, I made a grunting noise, trying to remember what sounds I would normally have made when I was being beaten up. 

    “Oof!” I pretended, and made my face twist up then go limp and open-mouthed, like I was reeling from pain. 

    “Oooo!” the audience responded, delighting in the violence. Sam gave a little whimper. 

    Donny grimaced and shook his hand. “Tough li’l bastard, aren’t you, weakling?” 

    Damn, misjudged it, I thought.  

    The other members of the football team stepped up and took turns punching me in the stomach. Each time I sucked it in, even more than I had the first time, and tried to make appropriate noises like the wind was being knocked out of me and my internal organs were being tenderised. The crowd continued to croon.  

    “Please, stop it!” called Sam, trapped in Bill’s grip. I don’t think they had been going out very long. Bill tended to change his girlfriends quite frequently.  

    I was trying my best to fake being beaten up, but I could see a growing puzzlement rippling in the foreheads of the football players. Even though I was absorbing the impact of each blow as much as possible by inhaling so they wouldn’t break their hands on me, they could still tell something was off. 

    Donny’s turn came round again and I sucked in my stomach once more, but this time I forgot to make a noise. 

    He frowned at me. I needed to change tactic: I had to do something to make this look more convincing.  

    The next guy came up and punched me, a big one, the team’s offensive lineman, and this time I not only sucked in my gut but made it look like he had punched me so hard that he knocked me backwards. I kicked away from the ground and broke out of Rob’s hold on me, then fell on the floor and rolled over several times.  

    I deserve an Oscar for that. 

    “Woah, easy there Brett,” said Rob, “you knocked him right out of my hands!” 

    “Give him hell, boys,” commanded Bill’s voice over the sound of Sam’s sobs and the audience making their stupid “Oooo” noises and cheering. “Nobody comes onto my girl right in front of me in her own house!” 

    The football boys threw themselves at me. I lost track of who was who as they all piled in at once now, throwing kicks at my torso, my arms, my legs, even my head.  

    Now the real acting began. I tried to keep an eye out for whichever blow was coming next and then move with it, with the direction of the strike, throwing myself around on the ground so that the football boys wouldn’t hurt themselves too badly. I threw in some louder grunts and “Arrghs!” for good measure, the sounds I remembered all too well coming out of my mouth when they used to beat me up in the past. I literally rolled with the punches.  

    I thought I was doing quite a good job of it, actually. At least, between Sam’s crying and the crowd’s yelling I seemed to have everyone fooled. It was like stage fighting, really. I had done that once in junior high when I had been in a production of Romeo and Juliet as Unnamed Montague Number Four. All I was worried about was that they weren’t drawing any blood—I couldn’t fake that and I didn’t want them to notice. I tried to make sure as many of the blows landed on places where my clothes covered me, so I wouldn’t arouse suspicion. 

    It worked. The boys only seemed to grow more manic and intense in their beating as I dived and leapt around on the grass, making it and myself muddy. Good—that would mask the lack of blood. Their punches and kicks came thicker and faster, and it became harder and harder to keep up with where they were coming from to make sure I dived in the appropriate direction. I managed it, though, and I made it look good, like they really were kicking the proverbial shit out of me. 

    “Please, stop it!” Sam gasped again. 

    “Fight fight FIGHT!” chanted the crowd. 

    “STOP THIS RIGHT NOW!” shouted a new voice over them all, louder than all the rest of them. It was female and full of fury and authority. 

    Everyone stopped. The crowd’s chanting subsided. Sam stopped calling out. The football jocks and I froze suspended in freeze-frame, me lying mock-cowering on the ground with my hands in the air preparing to throw myself in another direction, Rob with his leg drawn back next to me preparing to deliver his next kick, and the others arranged in half a dozen poses of violent intent. All of our heads swivelled to see who had shouted so loudly for us to stop. 

    Ali.  

    She had appeared on the lawn between us and the house. She stood there in silhouette, the light from the house behind pouring around her outline, her long hair flowing down her neck, two fists clenched tight, like an avenging shadow. 

    “What do you mean, ‘stop’?!” Bill was the first to break the spell. “Butt out, darkie, this is none of your business. Hey, look guys, the weakling darkie’s made a friend! Figures your kind would need to stick together.” 

    I stood up at once, forgetting my facade in an instant. “Hey,” I said, “don’t talk to her like that, Bill.” The football team’s jaws dropped as they gawked at me. They must be wondering how I was able to stand. 

    Bill opened his mouth to say something but before he could Ali spoke again. “He’s not my friend.” 

    Ouch. ‘Not my girlfriend’ I could understand, but ‘not my friend’? I thought we had at least become friends. Even Sam had referred to us as friends. 

    But it was what she said next that really hurt me, more than a thousand high school football teams ever could. 

    “He’s just a poor little nerdy kid with mental health problems,” Ali said. “You shouldn’t be beating on him.” 
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    The words went in in the upper left part of my chest and this time I really was winded. The air got knocked out of my lungs and passed out of my mouth and nostrils. I thought that my heart might break and that I might start crying right there and then. That would really make me look like a weakling. 

    Ali looked at me. When she saw the effect her words had had on me, she took a step backwards. 

    “I’m sorry, Gonzalo.” She whispered, but I heard it. 

    Then she ran away. 

    Her shoes slapped on the grass as she went.  

    She ran down the garden, into the house, and then presumably through that too, disappearing from me again, leaving me standing stunned like a bereaved zombie. 

    Was she ashamed that she had betrayed me? Or was she just embarrassed that the first ever time she had spoken up publicly in front of half the school had been to defend a poor little nerdy kid with mental health problems? 

    The crowd and the team looked in silence from Bill to me, waiting to see how he would respond. 

    “Maybe we should stop, Bill,” one of the football team said after a while. “Maybe that girl was right...” 

    “Aw, shuddup,” Bill said after a moment. “She’s pretty hot, I’ll give you that, but she needs to mind her own goddamn business. Weakling here disrespected me in my girl’s own house, and for that he needs to be taught a lesson.” He turned to me. “How the fuck are you still standing, weakling? Finish what you started, boys!” 

    The emperor jock had given the signal: thumb down, slay the remaining gladiator. 

    One of them ran at me and kicked me in the arm, hard. I didn’t even notice who it was and I was only dimly aware of the sound of his shin splintering as my arm took the full force of his kick with no recoil, and returned it, breaking his bones into pieces. Somewhere, he screamed. It was distant to me in my bubble of shock. 

    How could Ali say that about me? Is that what she really thinks of me? 

    Another of them had already committed and laid the sole of his boot between my ribs in a full-length karate kick. Only it should have been full-length and his leg should have extended completely as I was knocked back from the kick, but instead on impact his leg bent the wrong way around the pivot of his knee and snapped. He fell to the floor as well, writhing and blubbering. I barely noticed.  

    A hot liquid sensation spread from my stomach, right where the boys had been punching me. Ali thought that I was pathetic and a weakling too. She pitied me and she hadn’t ever believed me about my powers. She wasn’t even my friend. How dare she let me think that I was her friend, when all the while she just felt sorry for me? How could she?! 

    I looked at the remaining football players, stood with open mouths, staring at me and the two boys I had dropped, or who had dropped themselves against me.  

    Donny, Rob, and two more were left. 

    The hot liquid was bubbling up from my stomach and leaking into my mouth. I could taste acid on the back of my tongue. Everything was quiet. 

    “Come on then, you dickheads!” I shouted at them. “Give me your best shot!” 

    I don’t know what fuelled them. It could have been outrage for their fallen comrades (I doubted it), or fight-or-flight adrenaline, or not wanting to look like they were being beaten up by a poor little nerdy kid with mental health problems, but they rushed me all at once. 

    Donny arrived first, his knuckles driving into my jaw and shattering just like Bill’s had those weeks ago. He wailed and clutched them. I took his crumpled hand in mine and then twisted his arm around so that he fell to his knees as he squealed and begged like a little girl—that’s how he would have described it, anyway. Then I kicked him in the chest, giving him a taste of his own medicine. He slammed right through Rob’s legs, knocking him over too, bounced across the grass, opening up a gap in the crowd, then lay still by the fence at the bottom of the garden. 

    I turned around. Light touches had started to register on my back, like insects landing on it. The other two jocks had circled round behind me and started pounding on my back, now my chest and head. They hit me with the undersides of their closed fists, which didn’t seem to do them as much damage, but I could see from their frenzied eyes they were terrified that their blows were having no effect. 

    I caught one of their hands—Brett, the lineman. I squeezed his fingers until they crunched, one by one. Crack. His scream was blood-curdling. Crack. Crack. Crack. Then I took hold of his forearm and dragged him forcefully from side to side, using him like a human club to smack the other jock who had been hitting me onto the ground. When he didn’t get up, I let go and gave Brett a gentle push on his chest. He stumbled backwards, tripped over his own feet and crashed to the ground where he lay rolling around holding his broken hand and moaning.  

    I stood still for a moment and surveyed my work, half the school football team lying on the ground in front of me. I had downed them all. I wasn’t sweating. I wasn’t even panting. I had worked with a calm hatred. I didn’t know what had fuelled me. I guess it was the pain of being disowned by Ali; that and the accumulated hatred built up from eleven years of being bullied at school finally bursting forth in an effervescent desire for revenge. 

    I lifted my gaze to the ring of onlookers. Everyone was very, very still; even Bill. He had let go of Sam, but she stood still too. Generic high school teenager number four opened his mouth like he was about to say something but apparently thought better of it. They all just stood there, rooted to the spot. 

    Simmering fury compelled me. I took six slow steps up to Bill, till I could smell the beer on his breath again.  

    To my delight, I could see that he was actually shaking slightly in his sports jacket. 

    I drew right up close to him, just as he had done with me only moments ago, looking up into his Aryan blue eyes, their pupils dilated to two big black holes. 

    “Hello Bill,” I said in a whisper, savouring each syllable. 

    There was a faint trickling sound. I glanced down for a moment and saw a little circle of dampness growing in the grass around Bill’s trainer.    

    Bill muttered some words. Normally he would have shouted them, but these ones came out in a whisper like mine. They came out like a kind of prayer, in a continuous string of quiet, mumbled liturgy that only I could hear.  

    “G-g-get out of my face you weakling you’re just a no good darkie puny little weakling nerd dork kid good for nothing not worth anything wimp faggot disrespect my girl you gonna suffer for it you can’t hurt me you can’t touch me what’s this crazy science shit you’re trying to pull you got lucky it was just luck nobody your size knows how to fight like that nobody could take all those hits and get up again…” 

    He ran out of breath. 

    I punched him in the stomach.  

    Despite my rage, I held back just the tiniest bit. Even though I hated Bill, I didn’t want to kill him. I didn’t want to punch his guts out through his back. That would be too kind. I wanted to make him hurt, just like he had made me hurt so many times. 

    The force of my punch lifted Bill off his feet and sent him backwards through the air, into the fence at the bottom of the garden. 

    The wooden slats of the fence split with an almighty snap as Bill went through it and the whole thing collapsed inwards and forwards in a mess, some of it falling on Donny who still lay nearby. Bill landed on his back on the grass of the adjacent garden beyond and did not get up. 

    Sam screamed, adding her voice for a moment to the sounds of the crying and whimpering football players lying bleeding and broken on the grass and the gasps of the onlookers. But her scream was short—I didn’t feel like she had really put her heart into it. 

    My foes were vanquished. 

    I looked at the assembled crowd once more, blinking a few times, like a mystic surfacing back to reality from an ecstatic trance. 

    The generic high school teenagers, my nameless audience. Anonymous witnesses to so many of my beatings in school, and now, for once, the anonymous witnesses to my systematic decimation of half our high school football team. 

    I expected them to applause me. I expected them to smile and whoop. I expected them to start chanting “Weakling” like it was a cool nickname again, as they had done, so fickle, on that day when I had first stood up to Bill. I expected some kind of affirmative reaction. 

    Instead, they ran away, like Ali had done. 

    They just fled. Generic high school teenager number three made a break from the pack first, then they all followed immediately, bolting without words as fast as they could away from me and back towards Sam’s house. Sam ran as well. Why were they running? Did they think that I was going to beat them up as well? Couldn’t they see that I wasn’t going to do that? Couldn’t they see that I had done something wonderful, that retributive justice had been served this day?  

    I turned to look back round at the football players lying on the ground. 

    Some of them were still whimpering quietly, others were unconscious.  

    The acidic anger in my throat rescinded; I had used it all up.  

    Don’t use your powers again or reveal them to anybody else. 

    “Oh. Shit.” There goes my college tuition. 

    I began to walk backwards away from them, then turned and dashed back down the garden towards the house. 

    Some of the running audience still hadn’t quite made it to the house, and they screamed and ran faster, thinking that I was chasing them. I followed them back through the kitchen, nearly colliding with the munching stoners there. I followed them back into the living room, which turned into an even more chaotic whirlwind of lights and shouts and screams as people called out “Run!” “Get out of here!” “There’s a crazy psycho kid beating people up in the garden!” “What the hell’s going on?” “He’s mad!” “Run for your life!” “Hey, watch where you’re going!” “Call the cops!” “Don’t call the cops!” “Run!”  

    I overtook some of them in the entry corridor and made it out of the front door.  

    Once I was out of the door, I turned left, down the darkened suburban street. 

    Then I ran and ran and ran and ran and ran.  
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    I ran.  

    There were no subways operating by now anyway so instead of catching one home I ran through the streetlamp-lit darkness of the boroughs. 

    As I ran I started to cry, sobbing and moaning between breaths, water and mucus streaming off my face. I couldn’t think about what I had just done or about Ali. I could only think about the running. I focused on the pain of it. I wasn’t used to feeling pain these days, but the strain of the running made me feel it.  

    I ran until my lungs burned and my thighs and buttocks ached in protest. And then I kept running. I ran until the sidewalk under my feet felt like it was hammering up at my super strong legs. And then I kept running. I ran until my body was lathered in sweat and the sweat started to turn cold in the chill night air and made my clothes stick to my back. I didn’t care. I kept running. I added the feel of the damp cold to the pungent smell of the sweat and the squeezing pain in my chest and focused on them, losing myself in them. 

    At first I was running past the red-brick houses of Sam’s suburb in Queens. I headed for home largely on instinct but my eyes flicked up whenever I passed a sign, to make sure I was heading vaguely towards Brooklyn. To begin with I meandered around all over the place in my hysteria, but eventually the semi-detached houses and tree-lined sidewalks began to give way again to the greyer, grubbier apartment blocks and high rises of the neighbouring borough. Eventually the apartment blocks and high rises flanked the road that led to my own. That road led to my own shabby, box-like apartment block.  

    I found myself with my hands on my thighs panting and gulping for air back in front of its dirty-glassed double door entrance. I have no idea how long I ran for. I ran all the way from the edge of Queens to Williamsburg. 

    I stood for some time in front of my building. My legs still ached but as the burning in my lungs began slowly to subside I was no longer in enough pain to block out the questions that had been trying to force themselves into my mind.  

    Will anyone ever give me a college place now, let alone a scholarship? Did Ali mean what she said about me? And last but not least: Did she ever believe me about my powers? 

    I clumsily tapped in the entry code for our building and stumbled through the doors into the dingy foyer. (Ours was not the kind of building to have a doorman.) I paced down the ground-floor corridor, trying not to make enough noise to wake anybody up, and made my way to my door, a ‘3’ painted in black on its dishevelled wooden form. I fumbled in my jeans for my keys and let myself in.  

    The front door opened onto our kitchen. The light was still on, revealing our small circular table and the meatloaf Mom had said she would leave out for me to eat. I hadn’t quite worked out how I was going to explain that still being there when Mom got home. I had been going to go with ‘I wasn’t hungry after detention’, but my cover was blown now anyway as I had come home from the party earlier than I planned rather than sneaking back in after Mom had gone to bed. But that didn’t matter now. The telling off I would get from Mom for going to a party without her knowledge was nothing compared to what had just happened. I needed to talk to her. 

    The corridor light was on too. I sat down at the table and called out. 

    “Mom! Mom, I’m in here and I need your help!” There was no immediate reply, so I carried on. “I did something stupid, Mom. I used my powers. I hurt some people... I think I’m going to be in trouble… I think I’ve completely ruined any chances I had of getting a college scholarship…” I listened out for a response, bracing myself internally. 

    There was no reply from anywhere in the apartment. 

    I knew Mom was going to be out late tonight at her Hebrew writers’ group, which she would have had to leave to get to while I was still in my detention. That was why I had risked breaking my grounding and going to the party after the detention. 

    But she should be back by now. Maybe she was so angry she was starting with the silent treatment? She must be really mad at me. 

    “Mom?” 

    I stood up from the table and passed through the kitchen doorway into our poky corridor. The light was on in here too. She must be home. She was always telling me to turn the lights off when I left the apartment to save money. 

    The door to Mom’s bedroom was shut. 

    Ah, OK. So she is giving me the silent treatment. 

    “Mom?” I said again through the door. I took a deep breath and wiped some of the gunk from my face with the back of my hand. “Mom, I know you must be really really mad at me. I’m really sorry that I went out for the evening when I was still grounded. I know I shouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry Mom, but there’s something I have to tell you now that’s more important than that. Something happened when I was out, Mom, something happened and I think...I think I’m going to be in deep, deep trouble...” My words echoed around the corridor. 

    I listened, wincing. I expected her to at least say something, even if she wouldn’t come out straight away. 

    “Mom?!” Why wasn’t she replying? “Mom, I’m coming in.” 

    I took hold of the plastic doorknob and turned it carefully.  

    The door to Mom’s room creaked open; inside was dark. I thought she must be lying on her bed. But when I turned on the light switch, there was her little single bed with its floral-patterned duvet, without her in it. Some books and notebooks littered its surface, open at different pages, but that was normal—she would have flicked through a few of them in order to find what she wanted to take to her writing group that night. Everything was undisturbed. There was her bookshelf, full of Walmart historical romances, library books and Hebrew poetry. There was her dressing table, sprinkled with an assortment of tubs and tubes I didn’t understand. And there was her little wardrobe full of her secretary outfits and, I knew, one pretty dress that my Dad had given her once upon a time. 

    But where the hell was Mom? 

    Her group must be running late. I took out my crappy dumbphone and started writing a text to her. I thought about ringing her, but if she was still in her group there was no point—she wouldn’t pick up as her phone would be on silent.  

    ‘Please call me.’ I tapped into the screen. ‘Need to talk to you asap. Lolo.’ 

    As the text sent I walked further down the corridor to my own room, thinking that I could check to see if the pillows I had propped up were still in their place or not. Maybe Mom had come back early, discovered them and then gone out looking for me. If that had happened, I was in even more trouble. But she would have rung me by now if that had happened, wouldn’t she? 

    I opened the door to my bedroom and when I turned the light on I was greeted by a man down on one knee pointing a silenced rifle barrel at me. 
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    “Agh!” was all I had time to yell in surprise before a sound like someone forcefully spitting issued from the gun and there was a bright, focused pain in my neck.  

    I fell backwards and the back of my head hit the floor, making me black out just for a split second. When I opened my eyes coloured shapes danced in my vision, but I shook them away and our grey ceiling reappeared. My hand reached for my neck and with another tiny prick of pain pulled out something that had stuck into it. A slim little dart with a yellow feather flowing out of it. The tip was metal, but it had buckled up on itself—just like the knife I had experimented with a few weeks ago. 

    “Backup!” said an angry male voice in front of me. “Backup, requesting backup! Subject is still live, repeat, still live! Tranq did not have predicted effect!” 

    My survival instinct kicked in. I scrambled around on to my front and stumbled up, then pelted back down the corridor. The man had been dressed all in black, wearing a black balaclava to cover his face. I didn’t think about who he was or who might have sent him; I just knew he was attacking me and that I needed to get away. 

    I crashed into the kitchen, bumping into the table with my thigh and sending it screeching into the wall. Behind me I heard another voice speaking out of a radio, but I couldn’t make out all the words. “—immobilise—fail—kill—” My pulse accelerated to top speed.  

    I made it to my front door, opened it. 

    Behind was another black balaclava-clad man, pointing another silenced rifle barrel at me. 

    For the first time, I was shot with a bullet.  

    The man shot me in the arm. It was like being stung by a wasp or being hit by a paintball pellet. A little tear opened up in the upper arm of my shirt. The bullet made a metallic clang as it bounced on the floor. I took a couple of steps backwards, as much from shock as anything else, and clasped my arm. It had hit me, maybe punctured the very top layer of my skin, but rebounded off. 

    The eyes of the man in front of me stretched into two big white circles as they darted down to the bullet and then back to me. Before he had a chance to do anything else, I recovered my wits, grabbed hold of the front door and slammed it shut in his face. A muffled crunch and a cry behind made it sound like I broke his nose. The door shook on its hinges and some dust fell on me from the ceiling, but thankfully I had not used enough force to break that. I slid the door’s deadbolt across and turned the key in the lock to make it harder for him to get in. 

    My heart thundered between my ears. The men had been wearing clothes cut like army uniforms, except they were all black, and armless vests which I guessed must be Kevlar. I turned as another yellow-feathered dart thudded into the wooden frame of the door on my side at eye level. I was trapped. Someone, maybe more than one person, was outside my front door; someone was inside my apartment, shooting at me. They had shot me! They had actually shot me in my own apartment! 

    “Argggghhh!” The noise just ripped out of my mouth as I flung myself across the kitchen at the rifle-wielding man who now stood on the other side of it. 

    He managed to get off two more darts at me before I reached him, both of them zipping into my chest. Again I blacked out, just for a second, as I dashed towards him.  

    I tripped over my own feet and fell headlong into the man, bashing him in the chest with my head. He cried out. We went sprawling onto the floor in the corridor beyond the kitchen, he on his back, me on my front.  

    I managed to push myself back onto my feet before he did. That acidic taste was in my mouth again. The man reached for his gun a little way away which had fallen out of his grip when I headbutted him but I got to it first and stamped on it. Debris flew around the corridor.  

    He sat up, pulling a knife from somewhere, and quick as flash drew it across my leg, but it only glanced off. 

    I took aim and punched him hard in the jaw. 

    He smashed into the wall, making a crack in it, then fell backwards again and slumped on the floor. This time his eyes stayed shut. I bent over him and yanked his balaclava off with one hand. He was just a regular white guy, clean shaven, with a short haircut and a tattoo of a snake wrapped around a sword on his lower neck. I’d broken his jaw right out of joint. 

    BAM! came a tremendous sound from the kitchen. 

    BAM! came the noise again, reverberating around the apartment. The walls wobbled. 

    The front door! They were trying to break through the front door! 

    Who were these people? Were they the government, come to detain me for using my powers without their permission? Were they the special forces, come to assassinate me? Or were they another group entirely? 

    BAM! 

    There wasn’t time to work it out. I was under threat. These people were either trying to kill me or incapacitate me. And where was Mom? Had they already got to her? I had to act fast. 

    BAM! 

    I turned back towards my bedroom, then changed my mind and turned back around. I couldn’t go out my bedroom window. They were probably watching the windows.  

    BAM! 

    I was cornered. I was going to have to fight my way out. I ran back into the kitchen.  

    BAM! CRASSSSH! 

    At the same moment that I arrived in the kitchen the front door came off its hinges and fell onto the tiled floor. In poured three more figures with rifles, taking aim. 

    I took another bullet in the chest, one in the forehead, one more in the arm. They ricocheted off of me and clattered around the kitchen.  

    “BASTARDS!” I yelled, full of fury, hot hatred spewing from my mouth. “STOP TRYING TO KILL ME!” 

    I reached one of them and snatched away his gun, then smacked him in the chin with it, sending him heels-over-head onto the kitchen table, which collapsed underneath him with a splintering crack. 

    I took two more bullets in the chest as I shouted again and rushed the next man, tackling him into the third standing just behind him. The three of us ended up in a heap on top of the fallen front door. 

    I looked up. Outside the door, in the entry corridor were three more people, all with guns. Another round of silenced shots went into me, three more stings registering on my chest, but I stayed standing. 

    The lights went on in the corridor all of a sudden. I could hear voices from the floors above, from Mr Mashida in the apartment next door. A loud, piercing ringing began—our apartment’s fire alarm. The men outside looked at each other as if unsure of what to do next. 

    Letting my body act for itself, I snatched up the guns of the two men I had tackled to the ground and threw them, one after the other, like a pair of frisbees at the men outside. One bounced off the head of the first man, sending him to the ground immediately. The other whirled into the second man’s arm and then went off, miraculously shooting the third man in the leg, who also dropped to the floor, rolling around and clutching himself where he had been wounded. 

    Hey, I’m actually pretty good at this, I thought, emerging from the bubble of my rage just for a moment. 

    Keeping momentum, I hopped backwards off the door, slid my fingers underneath it and lifted it up, rolling the two groaning men lying on top of it back into the entry corridor like I was depositing dirty clothes down a garbage chute. 

    As I did so yet more men appeared in the corridor—I didn’t have time to count them. I shoved the door back into its place in the frame where it stayed upright again, at least for now. There were more spitting sounds and some bullet holes appeared in the door, but I didn’t even feel these ones hit me. 

    Too many of them! I thought. Can’t get out that way without being chased, what do I—I know! 

    I’d had an idea. 

    I raced back through the kitchen, back down the apartment corridor, to my bedroom door at the end and, in the wall next to it—the garbage chute!  

    Am I really going to do this? 

    It was chaos in my apartment block now. The fire alarm was still ringing, but even with it going I could hear screaming from above the ceiling, shouting from behind me. I heard the sound of the front door crashing over onto the floor again from the kitchen. I had to decide now. Hopefully whoever it was that was attacking me didn’t know about the garbage chute of the apartment block. 

    I pulled down the metal handle of our opening to the garbage chute and it slid agape to reveal a black drop. My skinny fifteen-year-old frame was just small enough to fit inside. I dived in hands-first, the sound of more bullets snapping into the wall behind my feet as I fell. 

    In half a gasp I hit the cushioning of the garbage bags in the bin below. It stank. I was glad that some people had thrown their bags down recently that hadn’t been collected yet, so I was greeted by a soft landing—though I’m not sure what would have happened to the bin and the floor had they not been there. 

    “—can’t fit!” I heard someone shouting from above. “Find out where this goes, now!”  

    Go, Gonzalo, go!  

    It was dark in the basement laundry room; only the winking red lights of the four massive washing and drying machines against the far wall gave me illumination. But I knew it well enough to flop clumsily out of the bin, tipping it over, and stagger my way as fast as I could over to the stairs to the back exit. I took them three at a time then found myself in front of the double doors at the back of my block. There was no keypad for these—we all had a key. 

    I pulled my keys out of my pocket and fumbled with them for a moment. Where was that key? 

    No time! 

    I punched the door handles, smashing them and the lock apart, then shoved the doors open.  

    Nearby streetlamps and lights from the rooms of the erupting building behind me lit the concrete courtyard. It was empty. 

    I charged across it and leapt onto the steel mesh fence that marked its border, scaling it in a matter of seconds. 

    I landed on the ground on the other side of the fence on my shoulder and rolled, not that the impact hurt at all—in fact I left a round dent in the asphalt.  

    I was in a side alley. There was no one else here, no balaclava-clad men and no silenced rifles. My chest rose and fell rapidly with my ragged breath. 

    Where now? 
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    I could hear sirens by this point over the fire alarm of my building and all the shouting. The police? The ambulance service? The fire brigade? All of them together? Should I go to them—would any of them protect me? 

    The problem was, I didn’t know if the people who had attacked me were the police or not. They could have been the police, or the military, or a SWAT team, or the government agency I had been waiting for a call from, or another group entirely. 

    I choked back the tears which had started to tingle underneath my eyeballs. I had absolutely no idea where to go or who to turn to.  

    Had I blown it? Had I blown my chance at becoming a superhero, all just for sneaking out to a party and by not being able to control the use of my powers? And where was Mom? Was she safe? Had I put her in danger too? 

    Stupid, stupid weakling! You’ve messed it all up! 

    I set off at a run again down the alleyway, away from the front of my building. I wasn’t going to take my chances with whoever was now in front of the building. 

    As I ran, I pulled out my phone again and did the only thing I could think of—I rang my Mom. I had her on speed dial so all I had to do was jab at the buttons a few times as it bobbed up and down in the semi-darkness. 

    I held the phone to my ear, sticky with sweat, pressing it hard against my skin so it wouldn’t slip off as I continued to run. The ringer sounded. It sounded again. And again. 

    “Come on Mom, pick up the damn phone!” I pleaded. 

    “Hi, you’ve reached Deborah,” said the voice of my Mom. “I can’t answer my phone right now but please leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.” 

    I swore loudly, forgetting myself for a moment, then looked to either side to check if anyone had noticed me. By now I was out of the alley and into one of the roads behind our apartment block, heading south, further into Brooklyn. The sidewalks were clear. 

    Beeep sounded the voicemail tone in my ear. 

    “Mom!” I gasped in a primal cry.  “Mom, please ring me back as soon you get this! I did something bad, Mom, I used my powers and now these people are after me—I don’t know if it’s the government or the police or something worse—they came to our apartment—it’s not safe there, don’t go back there—and now I’m—shit!” 

    I suddenly realised that if it was the government who had come to subdue or assassinate me, they might be listening in on my call. Then I realised that if they were able to do that then they would probably also be able to track my location through my phone too. 

    I looked at the phone in my hand. On the screen was a picture of me and my Mom a few years ago at my twelfth birthday celebration—just me and her. She had her arm round me and I was holding a homemade cake that said “YOU’RE A HERO!” 

    I pulled back my phone and then flung it as hard as I could into the air in the opposite direction to the one in which I had been running. Because of my super strength, it soared into the sky and disappeared long before I would be able to see it come down. I worried for a moment about it hitting someone or breaking something, but I couldn’t help that now. I had acted purely on impulse. 

    What the hell do I do now? Choking fear pushed down on my lungs and threatened to compress the air out of me. Mom was probably still out at her writing group. I couldn’t remember where they met. I hoped to God that she would listen to my message before she went back to our apartment. I hoped that she wasn’t being tracked too. Part of me wanted to go back to look out for her and try to protect her, but I couldn’t go back there. I couldn’t. I was being hunted. I was being hunted by people who were prepared to shoot me. Where did I have left to go? 

    I realised. There was one more place I could try to go for protection, to hide. I was already heading south, after all. I must have already been running there instinctively. Was that place being watched as well? Screw it, I thought, if it is, I’ll fight them off there too. Maybe then he’ll take me seriously. I have to try. 

    I carried on the way I had been going, running as fast as I could, trying to keep outside the halos of the streetlamps as much as possible. I ran into Brooklyn proper, the centre, filled with busy roads and scrapers. There were still a lot of cars on the road, lighting it up red, yellow, orange, joining the greens of the traffic lights, despite the late hour.  

    When I’d started, I’d still been able to hear the distant blare of sirens behind me. Those had died away now. That was a good sign. That must be a good sign. I looked behind me.  

    Nobody was following me, as far as I was aware. 

    Still I did not let my body ease up its pace until I came to a particular brownstone set a little way back from the street. I looked over each shoulder again. Though cars still rolled past, honking occasionally, I was alone on the sidewalk in front of the building. I bounded up the steps that led to the fancier, wood-panelled double doors of this building. How he was ever able to afford the rent on a place like this I didn’t know. 

    This one had an intercom. I found “Lopez” on the list of names and jammed my finger into the button. A buzzing sound issued from the horizontal lines of the speaker built into the doorframe. I held my finger on the button for a good five seconds. 

    I waited. 

    Nothing. 

    I jabbed it again. Another count to five. Nothing. I stabbed it with my finger over and over. For a moment I nearly lost control and ripped the whole intercom out of the door, but I stopped myself just in time. He must be out as well.  

    “Que paça?” said the amplified voice of my father all of a sudden over the intercom, angry, harsh. “What is it?” 

    “Dad, it’s me! Please let me in, something’s happened, I’m in trouble!” 

    “Gonzalo?” His voice was disbelieving. A pause. “What are you doing here? You should be at your Mama’s.” 

    “I know, Dad,” I spluttered. “I’ll explain when I get up there! Please just let me in!” 

    Another pause, longer this time. Was that muttering in the background? Then: “Gonzalo, you go back to your Mama’s right now. It is not safe for you to be out this late at night time, understand? Go home.” 

    A clicking sound came through the intercom, signalling that my Dad had hung up the receiver at his end. 

    “What?!” I shouted at the intercom. “Are you kidding me?! If it’s so ‘unsafe’ why don’t you take me home?!”  

    I buzzed again. No reply. Again. No reply. I buzzed another ten or so times, pressing the button repeatedly in quick succession. He didn’t answer again. 

    The fuse of my temper lit and for an instant my fear and delirium transformed into blind rage, the sound of rushing blood filling my ears and hot acid welling up from my gut. 

    “You have got to be kidding me! You are such a shitty father!” 

    I drove my finger into the button so hard that I pushed it back through the wall. I punched my hand through the smoked window pane of the door, shattering some of the glass, then reached in through it and unlocked the handle from the inside. My hand was fine. Not even a scratch. 

    My rage cooled a little as I bounded the steps to my father’s apartment on the eighth floor. I needed somewhere to hide. I needed somewhere I could be safe for a while, where I could get through to Mom and warn her about what was going on at our apartment block. Surely my Dad would provide that for me? Surely when I had a chance to explain to him what was going on he would take care of me? He was my Dad. He had to. 

    I arrived in front of his black door a sodden mess of sweat and snot and tears. I hammered on it, taking just enough care not to put a dent in it or hammer it off its hinges. 

    Again, there was no reply. Did I have the right door? Of course I had the right door. I knew his address from the odd weekends I had spent with him here listening to old music and watching bad films on the rare occasions when Mom went out of town. Plus I had just seen the number of the apartment on the list outside. 

    I knocked again.  

    And again. 

    At last, the door cracked open just enough to reveal the width of my Dad. 

    Dad was handsome; tall, with a dark Chilean complexion and a chiselled jaw. That’s why my Mom always said she’d fallen for him even though he was a gabal (that means ‘scoundrel’). If handsome was in his genes, apparently I hadn’t inherited any of them. Or at least if I had, I didn’t know how to use them properly. 

    He was wearing a navy-blue dressing gown with a white fur-lined collar and apparently not much else. I could see the curly dark hair on his lower legs all the way down to his bare brown feet.  

    His half-cocked eyebrow and frown presented a profound mixture of confusion and irritation. 

    “Gonzalo,” he practically growled at me, “I told you to go home to your Mama’s. How did you get in here?!” 

    It was time to tell him. “I used my powers, Dad,” I carried on without drawing a breath, “I’ve got powers, I’ve got super strength and invulnerability—I tried to tell you once before, but I didn’t think you’d believe me. But now you know—that’s how I got into the apartment—I smashed through the door. Dad, I’m in trouble, Dad, I’ve got these powers and the doctor told me not to use them but I used them—I went to a party and used my powers—and now these people are after me—they came to my and Mom’s apartment and it’s not safe—it’s not safe, Dad! I need somewhere to hide from them, and we’ve got to tell Mom—I don’t know where Mom is and I don’t know if she’s safe and we’ve got to warn her that the apartment’s not s—” 

    “Gonzalo,” my Dad interrupted me. He spoke in a bass whisper.  “You have got to calm down. I don’t know what you are doing here, but you have got to calm down and go back to your Mama’s. Ahora, understand?” (That means ‘Now’.) 

    “Carlos?” came a sultry feminine voice from somewhere inside the apartment. “Who is it, Carlos?” 

    My brows rose with realisation.  

    Dad turned for a moment to call over his shoulder. “It is no-one! Go back to bed, chica, I’ll be there in a moment!”  

    He turned back to me. It wasn’t shame on his face. It was annoyance that held his jaw tight. 

    I pushed the door forwards. Normally he would have been able to hold it shut against me, but I had super strength now. It swung open, knocking him back slightly. 

    There in the corridor behind him stood a dark-skinned Latina woman wrapped in a towel. She looked about ten years younger than Dad, with big full lips, black hair that draped messily down her back and round breasts that pressed up against the wrapping of the towel. I felt disgusted at myself that a part of me desired her.  

    He didn’t want to help me because he was with a woman. He was with yet another woman who wasn’t my Mom. 

    “Who is this?” said the woman, smiling, curious. 

    “I’m his son,” I said with venom. I decided to leave my Dad with a parting gift. “Actually, I was his son. Do yourself a favour, lady: dump this loser while you still can. If he ever accidentally knocks you up he’ll drop you sooner than he’d drop his trousers at an all-you-can-eat brothel.”   

    I got a last glimpse of her open-mouthed shock as I turned and ran again. “Gonzalo!” my Dad shouted after me angrily. 

    New tears flowed as I pounded down the stairs. Bastard! He’s no help at all! Why did I think he would ever take care of me? All he cares about is himself!  

    It sucks having parents who have split up. You try and detach from it, but deep down you’re made up of parts from two different people, and when they split up it’s like those two different sets of parts also split off from each other. It’s like the two people whose love brought you into existence don’t love each other any more. So how can you love yourself? 

    I flew out of the doors of the building, down the steps, and carried on running—I don’t know where. The sirens were getting louder, like they were coming towards my Dad’s apartment. So they did know about it! They had been watching it!  

    I just ran now, anywhere that was away from the people I had hurt at the party, away from my apartment, away from my Dad. I lost the time, though it was still night. I just took random twists and turns in the general direction that was away from where I didn’t want to be. The sirens began to fade again. 

    Questions knocked together in my mind as I ran. Why did this attack only happen now? Did my actions at Sam’s party trigger it off? Were those people sent by the government, or by someone else? No answers.  

    Eventually, chest heaving, sweat completely drenching me, I realised that I was running in the direction of Manhattan. So I ran towards Manhattan on purpose, the headquarters of the world’s dreams. I ran towards the place that was in all the movies, where the miracles happened, where the superheroes came from. 

    I ran over the Brooklyn bridge. The scene of so many well-known superhero battles. There were a few more people scattering the sidewalks now that I was closer to the heart of the city, even at this late hour. I skipped round them, weaving in out of them.  

    The iconic skyscrapers rose up to greet me. The tipped rectangle of the Empire State. The crystalline curves of the Chrysler. I carried on running. Dark rectangles, coloured neon adverts filled my vision. The thrum of the never sleeping traffic and the demands of car horns filled my ears. 

    When I got into Manhattan, eventually I stopped on fifth avenue by a streetlamp and clutched it with one hand, hunched over, drinking in the cold, polluted night air in huge, desperate gasps. 

    I simply could not run any further. I had brought my aching legs as far as they could go, and felt like I had nearly given myself a heart attack in the process. I had no idea how far I had run. 

    In the corner of my vision, I noticed a car pull up to the sidewalk and roll to a stop nearby. 

    I looked at it. It was a long black limousine and it had stopped right beside me. 

    I was too exhausted to run any more. A door opened, level with me, so that I could see inside. 

    Sat in the car on black leather seats was an early middle-aged man with olive skin in a navy suit, white shirt and blue necktie. He had salt and pepper hair and a tidy beard, but looked healthy, with round cheeks that I could see were rosy in the light of the limousine interior. He smiled at me in a kindly way. 

    “Who are you?” I managed to say. 

    “My name is Commander Abram,” he said. “I’m a friend. But I can introduce myself properly later. Get in the car, Gonzalo.” 
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    The bearded, tan middle-aged man held out his open palm to me from the comfy black seats, beckoning with his fingers for me to get into the limousine with him. 

    “You should get in quickly, Gonzalo, people are still looking for you.” 

    My head bounced back slightly. 

    “How do you know my name?!” My lungs, chest, legs all ached, but the shock overrode them for a moment. I clutched the cool metal of the fifth avenue lamppost I had held onto when I stopped to breathe, clinging to it as an anchor. Maybe if this guy turned hostile I could rip it out of the sidewalk and smack him with it. 

    “There’s no time now,” said ‘Commander Abram’. “I’ll explain on the way. Come on, Gonzalo.” He beckoned again and waited for me. 

    I took a step backwards, still holding on to the lamppost. “I don’t know about you, mister,” I wheezed, “but my Mom told me never to accept rides from strangers…” 

    The man had dark brown eyes, but just for a moment the glare from a passing cab caught in them and they flashed yellow. But if he was frustrated, he hid it. He smiled his kindly smile at me again, faint crows’ feet forming at the corners of his eyes, and said “She taught you well. But I told you, Gonzalo, I’m not a stranger. I’m a friend. I’ve picked up your case. I’ve spoken to Dr Black on the phone.” 

    That raised my eyebrows. I took a step forward. “You know Dr Black? So he reported my case?” It had been about a week since my hospital appointment and still no phone call, so I had begun to wonder if he had even done that. 

    “Of course he did,” said Abram. “I work for the government department that looks after people like you.” 

    I blinked a couple of times. Finally. This was more like it. I let go of the lamppost and threw my hands up in the air. 

    “I was supposed to get a phone call! Where was my fucking phone call?” 

    Did I really just say that? The events of the night had not done wonders for my mood. I must have few inhibitions left, if any. 

    Abram closed his eyes for a moment as he spoke, then opened them again. “I’m sorry that it has taken so long, Gonzalo. This is your ‘phone call’. It takes time for a case like yours to move through the proper bureaucratic channels. And people can take time to process things because your kind of case doesn’t come up very often. In fact, yours is the first case of its kind, in this country at least, to lead to a recruitment. These things take time. But I’m here now. Will you please get in the car?” 

    Sirens were blaring in the distance again. I took another step towards the car, then hesitated. 

    “‘Recruitment’? Why exactly are you here?” 

    Abram sighed, but his tone remained level, devoid of anger. “Must we do this all outside in the cold? I’m here to recruit you to our secret metahuman initiative. You’re going to be a superhero, Gonzalo. If you want to, that is…” 

    “YES! I knew it!” I said and ran the rest of the way to the car. Just as I reached it I stopped, my hand on the shiny chrome door. “Hold on. How do I know that this isn’t all some kind of trick? How do I know you’re not really on the same side as the guys who were just shooting at me?” 

    “I understand your caution,” said Abram, still holding out his hand after all this time. “But you’re going to have to trust me. Have I tried to shoot you yet? If I was going to do that, wouldn’t I have done it by now?” 

    The sirens were getting louder again. They were coming towards me. 

    “Fair enough,” I said as I ducked my head inside the car. Even if he does try to shoot me, it’s not like he’ll be able to hurt me anyway, I reasoned. And I can always break out of this car if I need to. I’m invincible! I remembered the bullets bouncing off me back at my apartment and a sudden surge of euphoria rushed through my head, making me dizzy. 

    I sank into the plush leather seat which Abram indicated and shut the door behind me. Abram sat a little way over from me, a big arm rest between us that held a crystal glass of something fizzy. He leaned forward and tapped on a sheet of black tinted glass at eye level in front of us. 

    “Drive on, George,” he said, and the car sped off at once. 

    I strapped on my seatbelt like a good boy then slouched back in the chair, my body at last deciding that it was no longer under threat. All my muscles relaxed as I breathed out slowly, the tension starting to seep out of me, and I relaxed so much I almost wet myself. I clenched down to stop myself just in time. That would have been embarrassing, wouldn’t it? Starting my superhero career by peeing all over my boss’s car… 

    “You’ve been through a terrible ordeal,” said Abram next to me. I threw him a glance. The patches of grey and white in his beard made him hard to age, but he was definitely middle-aged. Somewhere around the age of my Dad. It was hard to tell though because you could see even through his suit that he was well-built and strong. He did have a kind of ‘commanding’ air to him. 

    I didn’t reply right away, but went through a mental review of all the things that had just happened to me, trying to recall what ordeal he was referring to. I was half-delirious from exhaustion and stress, so I had to think quite hard to summon back the details.  

    Detention with Ali. The party. Being pretend beaten up by half the school football team. Ali showing up and saying she wasn’t my friend. Revealing my powers and actually beating up half the school football team. Running home from Queens to Brooklyn. Being attacked by a load of armed men in my own apartment. Running to Dad’s, him not even letting me in. Yes, I have been through an ordeal, haven’t I? Hang on, I’ve missed something… 

    “MOM!” I shouted and sat bolt upright, my back stiffening. 

    The car wobbled a little. There was a click and an electronically reproduced voice came over the crackle of a circular intercom speaker built into the dark glass. “Is everything alright back there, Commander Abram?” 

    “Everything’s fine, thank you George,” said Abram, looking at me with his dark brown eyes. “Nothing to worry about; drive on.” 

    The intercom clicked off before I said “Everything’s not alright!” I looked for the door handle. “There is something to worry about! My Mom’s in danger, I’ve got to warn her!” An idea came to me. “Do you have a phone?” I asked Abram. 

    Abram chuckled. How could he be laughing at a time like this? “Gonzalo. Don’t look so worried. Your mother is quite safe. I had a car waiting for her at your building when she got back from her evening engagement. The police spoke with her and passed her on to one of my drivers. She’s been taken to a nice hotel in the city for the night.” 

    I wasn’t satisfied. It was one thing to trust this mysterious man with my own life when I was basically invincible; it was a totally different thing entirely to trust him with my Mom’s life. 

    Abram must have seen I wasn’t satisfied because he took out a phone from his inside jacket pocket and said “Here, talk to her if you really need to.” 

    It was a sleek black touch-screen, the latest model, already calling my Mom’s cell number. (I knew it off by heart.) 

    She picked up almost immediately. “Hello?” Her voice was breathy, urgent. 

    “Mom, it’s me!” 

    “Oh, Lolo!” she exclaimed. I had to hold the phone away from my ear for a moment. “Halleluyah! I’m so glad you’re safe! There was a break-in at our building! Did Mr Abram tell you? Thieves trying to steal from the ground floor apartments! Our front door was bashed in!” 

    I looked sideways at Abram. He gave me his kind, knowing smile. “Yeah, I heard, Mom. I’m glad you’re safe too.” 

    “I’m very safe,” she said reassuringly, with so much emphasis it was a bit weird. “They’ve put u—me up for the night in a five-star hotel while they repair the door. It’s so fortunate that this happened on the night when you finally got your phone call and the government agency came to pick you up! Mr Abram is such a nice man. He explained everything to me on the phone.” 

    I looked at Abram again. Still smiling. 

    Suddenly, just for a moment, Mom went into maniacal Jewish matriarch mode. “Gonzalo, you could have rung or texted me sooner to tell me what was going on. It would have been nicer to find out from you directly and not from Mr Abram first. Is it really so much to ask you to keep your poor old mother informed of what’s going on?” She switched back. “But I understand, you must be very busy! Oh Gonzalo, I am so excited for you!” 

    I was about to protest that I had texted her and left a voicemail on her phone, but just then I heard another voice on the line in the background. ‘Deborah’, did it say? It was low, imploring. Was that a male voice?! 

    There was a crinkling sound, the rumour of whispers. I heard Mom…giggle? Giggle?! Why was she giggling? What the hell did she have to giggle about at a time like this? Everyone seemed to be laughing at everything right now, except for me. 

    “Mom, what are—” 

    “Gonzalo, I’m sorry but I’ve got to go now,” she interrupted me. She sounded like she was trying to control her voice to stop herself bursting into hysterics. I heard a little thump, and then her voice dropped, serious again for a moment. “Gonzalo, you are a very special boy. You work hard there, OK? I am very proud of you. Shalom,” she signed off. 

    “Bye Mom,” I said, but she had already hung up. 

    I looked at the phone in my hand, bewildered, to check if it was really her number that had been called. That was her number alright. 

    “You see?” said Abram beside me, startling me out of my bewilderment. 

    I handed the phone back to him. “Well, she certainly sounds safe… More than safe, actually…” I wondered who the man’s voice in the background had been. I wondered why she hadn’t picked up my voicemail. But I didn’t want to think about those things right now. I had a thousand other questions to occupy me. 

    “You’ll understand,” said Abram, “that we intercepted the messages you originally sent her, of course. It wouldn’t have been helpful to worry her unduly, and they actually could have put her in danger. It was better for us to send a car to her directly.”  

    “You intercepted my call?” 

    “A necessary precaution,” he said. “We didn’t want you worrying her unnecessarily, and we didn’t want your—or her—location being traced by your assailants.” 

     “You know about the people who attacked me?!” 

    “Yes,” said Abram straightforwardly. 

    “Who were they? Why weren’t you there to protect me? And what part of the government do you work for anyway? What did you tell my Mom? What did she mean ‘work hard there’? And how did you find me?” 

    Abram chuckled again. “Questions, questions…” His voice was deep, authoritative, but benevolent; he came across a bit like someone doing ‘the voice of God’ for a movie script and that actor who voiced Mufasa in the Lion King. Only he wasn’t black. He was tan, like me. “Don’t you want to know where I’m taking you first? We’re nearly there. I can answer all your questions once we’re inside.” 

    He pointed out the window. The glass of the limousine was one-way. From inside I could see out but everything was tinted slightly grey. As I’d been on the phone to Mom the primary colours of the Manhattan nightlights had been streaming by but I hadn’t paid them attention. Now as I looked I could see that we were approaching a tall, elegant scraper that jutted out a little from the rest of the buildings on the street that it was nestled between. I realised where we were: First Avenue. 

    “Isn’t that the UN headquarters?” I said. 

    “Correct,” said Abram, smiling. “Well done, Gonzalo.” 
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    Our car turned into a road entrance meant for traffic coming into the UN headquarters car park.  

    We stopped for a moment, there was a beeping sound and a metal barrier lifted into the air to allow us to pass through into the car park. However, instead of continuing down the clearly marked route further into the car park, we turned to one side, off the road, and headed towards a concrete wall. We weren’t going very fast, but I sucked in my breath and said “What—?” 

    There was another beeping sound and a rectangle of concrete swung up into the air just in time to create an opening for us. It swung shut behind us without so much as a click. 

    “Woah...” I said like a moron. 

    Beyond the secret entrance, we drove down a tunnel, dark except for bright blue cats’ eyes that lined either side of the roadway. From the curve of their light and the motion of the car I could tell that we were going around and down, underground, driving underneath the UN headquarters. 

     “What is this place?” I asked, transfixed by the cats’ eyes. 

    “Welcome,” said Abram, “to the place we affectionately refer to as ‘The Base’, the secret headquarters of the UN’s international peacekeeping initiative, ‘Miracle Force’.” 

    Light shone ahead. The tunnel straightened up out of its spiral descent and all at once we emerged from it into an enormous, concrete hangar.  

    At least, hangar was the best word I could think of. The room was vast; the ceiling looked like it was about four storeys high. Huge floodlights hung from it, illuminating its concrete grey floor and walls, the other three of which stood hundreds of metres away. In the far distance a number of doors led off it. To one side stood a row of black limos like the one we were currently in parked next to each other, which we drove towards. I didn’t manage to count how many. There was also a row of different coloured sports cars (was that an Aston Martin?), a big truck with a load of jet-skis mounted on a trailer behind it, and on the other side of the room a frigging jet-plane. 

    “How does all this fit underneath the United Nations?” I said, lost in wonder. 

    “Not just under the UN,” said Abram. “The Base extends under the East river on one side, and into Midtown on the other. We are quite far underground. It did take a very long time to hollow out. We’re quite well equipped here, as you’ll discover. You’ll live here, eat here, sleep here, train here, relax here. And from now on, your education will happen here.” 

    “Education…?” 

    “Of course. It’s very important that Miracle Force recruits receive the highest quality of education. You’ll start with a mixed programme including work sent from your school, of course, until you’ve taken your SATs. Then you’ll attend a college of your choice before returning to us full-time.” 

    “I don’t have enough money for college. I was going to try to get a scholarship.” 

    “Oh, don’t worry about that, Gonzalo. We’ll pay the entirety of your college tuition, and then some. You’ll be on a Miracle Force scholarship, if you want to think of it like that. But there’ll be plenty of time to sort all of that out later.” 

    A Miracle Force scholarship… The world had gone golden again, like it had that time Ali had agreed to go out for a coffee with me. For a moment, the huge hangar looked like the hall of a grand palace, bathed in sunlight. I couldn’t believe my luck.   

     We parked on the end of the row of limousines and my door was opened by a man in an old-fashioned driver’s uniform complete with brown leather cap. George. 

    “Sir,” he said, and doffed his cap as I got out of the car and he closed the door behind me. He gave me a cheeky wink. 

    Abram motioned for me to get in with him to the back seats of a little white cart that was also parked behind the limousines, like the carts you get on golf courses. George climbed into the driver’s seat and led us off. 

    “Where to, Commander?” he said. George’s British voice was refined, well-enunciated, even posh. He wasn’t your regular kind of cab driver. 

    “I’ll talk with him in the mess hall,” said Abram. 

    The mess hall. That was a military term. It sounded basic, functional, unassuming. Not like this hangar, or either of my hosts, or anything else about this place that I had seen so far. 

    Sure enough, when George drove us to one of the metal doors and escorted us down the smaller corridor beyond to another door, it opened onto a candlelit, king-size living room with soft, richly patterned carpets and rugs, a roaring log fire set into one of the oak-panelled walls, and a collection of gigantic, delicious couches and armchairs. I began to salivate just at the prospect of sitting in one of them. 

    “Will that be all, Commander?” asked George, still holding the door open for us. 

    “Some hot chocolate, I think,” said Abram. “And a glucose bar. He’s been through a lot. Come, sit down, Gonzalo.” 

    No sooner than I had collapsed into a particularly indulgent-looking armchair opposite another which Abram sat in, George reappeared with a mug of steaming hot chocolate and a small wrapped-up bar that tasted sticky. He left us to it, shutting the door behind him.  

    “Comfortable?” said Abram. His perpetual smile kept his dark-and-grey beard drawn back slightly from his mouth on each side. Just now I thought he looked like a friendly bear. 

    “Yes,” I said, a little sheepishly. I took a sip of the chocolate, which was right in the Goldlilocks zone—not too hot, not too cold. The deep armchair felt so good to my tired and aching legs and backside. 

    “Now you can ask your questions.” 

    I wasted no time. This place was amazing, and the chair so comfortable, but there were things I needed to know. “Who were the people that attacked me at my apartment?” 

     Abram fixed me with a penetrating look, his kind smile for once giving way to a serious flat line. 

    After a moment he said “I’m afraid not everyone in the world has as noble intentions for metahumans as the United Nations do, Gonzalo. The people who attacked you in your home were nationalist terrorists.” 

    “Hold on,” I said. “‘Metahumans’?” He had used the word earlier too.  

    “Yes,” Abram nodded, “it’s the word we use to talk about people like yourself. I know it’s a little comicbook, but it’s the best word we have. ‘Superhero’ is a little too comicbook, really… As I’m sure you know, ‘meta’ can mean ‘beyond’ in Greek, so ‘metahuman’ means ‘beyond human’. Sometimes people have used the alternative Latin term ‘homo superior’, but that has speciesist connotations, and it doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.”   

     I went silent for a moment, thinking this over. Yes, that’s actually what I was, wasn’t I? I knew the term from comics and superhero films, but I had never thought of myself like that before. A metahuman. 

    “So there are others like me?” I asked, my imagination starting to whir. 

    “Yes. One or two that we’ve found so far.” 

    “One or two?” 

    “My apologies. One other that we have made contact with, so far.” 

    “Where did my powers come from?” 

    “Now that, as of yet, is a mystery. We simply don’t know. Though we’ve got people working on it. All we know for the moment is that there are metahumans, and more are appearing. Since this was found out, a great deal of important diplomatic and construction work has been done to set up my organisation in order to be able to recruit metahumans, whenever they appear and member nations of the UN identify them, in the service of the wider world’s interests. But unfortunately we are not the only people trying to get hold of metahumans.”  

    My train of thought changed back onto a track it had been on a moment before. “Right. So the people who attacked me in my apartment were terrorists trying to capture me?” 

    “Indeed.” Abram ran his fingers over his beard. “They were most likely from an international terrorist organisation called Viper, a right-wing extremist group that want all the countries of the world to be fully autonomous states, as divided and independent from each other as possible.” 

    “‘Viper’?” I remembered something. “One of the men who attacked me had a tattoo on his neck of a snake wrapped around a sword pointing downwards. Does that have anything to do with ‘Viper’?” 

    Abram’s eyes seemed to grow in size for a moment, but then they shrank back to normal. “You see much, Gonzalo. Yes, that is their symbol.  It was definitely Viper, then.” 

    He slipped his phone out of his jacket and tapped in a few things. 

    “What do you think they wanted with me?” 

    “Hm? Well, they most likely wanted to capture you so that they could use you for their own purposes. We do know of a...number of metahumans who may have possibly been drawn to their side already...” 

    “Their side?” 

    “I mean, their organisation, of course.” Abram put his phone away and returned his serious stare to me. “I am assuming that they attacked you with tranquilisers?” 

    “At first.” I rubbed my neck. “But when that didn’t work, they switched to bullets.” My face twitched at the memory. I started to shake, ever so slightly. I remembered that it must be late into the night and that not so long ago I had nearly collapsed from exhaustion. 

    “Gosh, did they really?” said Abram, for once not showing much empathy for what I was experiencing. “They must have been prepared to do anything to bring you in, or to stop us from reaching you. But you weren’t even hurt…” His eyes lost focus and he gazed past my left ear at nothing for a moment. 

    I remembered the sensation of the bullets pinging off my chest. Those people had been prepared to kill me… A shiver convulsed my chest. I let out something that had been stewing in my mind for some time. “Mr...er, Commander Abram, don’t you think it’s quite a big coincidence that I was attacked and that you picked me up on the same night? I mean, like, what are the chances that both things would happen at almost exactly the same time?” 

    He seemed to come back to himself with a jolt. “What? Oh, my dear Gonzalo, coincidence has nothing to do with it. Your case was being processed and we were going to make contact with you soon. You only had your doctor’s appointment last week, after all. And as we didn’t know just how advanced your powers were yet we didn’t feel any particular sense of urgency. But when you made the extent of your powers known at that high school party earlier this evening we knew we had to act immediately.” 

    My cheeks went red hot and I shrank back into the comfy armchair, willing it to swallow me up. I had forgotten about the party. How had I forgotten about the party? It had been eclipsed—even it had been eclipsed—by the fight at my apartment and what was happening now.  

    Abram read my embarrassment with ease. “Yes, we know about what happened at Samantha Summer’s house, Gonzalo.” 

    Oh no. My superhero career was over. I had jeopardised it before it had even started. 

    Abram laughed quietly to himself. “Don’t look so terrified, young man. I think given the situation you actually handled yourself quite admirably. You showed quite an astounding amount of self-control...up to a point. But then you did let go of yourself somewhat, granted. We will have to work on improving your self-control even further. Channelling some of that pent-up anger in a more...helpful direction.” 

    “You know everything, then…” I said wistfully, and sighed. I was relieved that my actions at Sam’s party weren’t going to disqualify me from…whatever this was, but I was still embarrassed about what I had done. 

    “Yes,” said Abram. “I’m afraid I do. The police got the events from some of the boys and girls who were at the scene.” 

    I wondered if Ali had been one of them. I flicked the thought away. 

    “While I do have some sympathy for your situation,” Abram went on, “You really should have waited until you got the phone call from us, Gonzalo, before you revealed your powers. Your actions at the party had consequences—they are what resulted in Viper attacking you.” 

    I was too surprised to receive the gentle reprimand graciously. “What? How could they have?” 

    “News travels fast, Gonzalo. Once you did what you did to those boys, word got out very quickly. I won’t agitate you further with the details now, but we picked it up quite quickly on local police radio and on social media. ‘Boy gone wild at high-school house party and injured seven teenagers, two in critical condition.’” 

    “Critical condition?” Oh no. In my mind’s eye I saw the image of Donny lying on the grass under the fence, of Bill spread-eagled unconscious in his neighbour’s garden. 

    “Don’t worry, they’re fine now. I’ve been in touch with the hospital and they’re no longer critical, recovering well in fact.” 

    I exhaled relief. Wow. I really did need to learn some more self-control.  

    “Yes. We’re going to have to pay out a fair amount of money to avoid anyone suing you and to keep people quiet...” I gulped down my guilt. This was getting worse and worse. “...but in the end, it looks like there will be no lasting damage done by your garden brawl. Once it got onto the police radio, however, it was only a matter of time before Viper picked it up. Snakes have their ears very close to the ground, you know. All they had to do was find someone who was at the party, figure out from them who you were, and then look up your address. Really, once word got out, it was a race between Viper and us as to who got to you first. In the event, they did, but I’m so glad that you weren’t hurt and they were unsuccessful, and that I was able to pick you up. My only mistake was going to the party first. I should have gone straight to your home, like they did. There was quite a scene to be discovered at Miss Summer’s house...” 

    I became fascinated by the floor. I couldn’t make eye contact with Abram. I had been so reckless, so careless with my powers. How could I have acted like that, when normally I was so mild-mannered, so cautious about everything?  

    Ali. Bill had said something to Ali that had triggered me. But for what? Then she had denied even being my friend, called me a loser with mental health problems and run off. That had been the final straw. I had had nothing left to lose when she said that…  

    The hurt, the rage, the resentment bubbled up in my stomach again. I shoved them down and looked for the next logical question. 

    “How did you find me?” I asked. 

    Abram leaned back in his armchair. “Well, after Miss Summer’s house we went to your address to begin with and found that Viper had got their first, and already gone. We arrived at the same time as the emergency services. For a moment we feared the worst, but then you sent a voicemail to your mother after we had arrived at your apartment.  By that time we had your mother safe in our care, so we tried your father. Your father didn’t answer his phone.” 

    Prick. 

    “But when we got to his apartment and saw the state of the intercom, we knew you had been there too. When your father eventually came to the door, he confirmed it. From there, all we had to do was send out some cars to search for you in the surrounding area. It is most felicitous that it was my own car that located you. I had a hunch that I might find you in Manhattan.” 

    So that was what had happened. It made sense, I suppose. But I didn’t much care right now. I had more questions, about what the hell this organisation was and what they were going to want me to do for them, but just now I was overwhelmed by exhaustion. My whole body throbbed, from my calves to my arms to my teeth,  its exertion catching up with it. I fought just to keep my eyes open.  

    Abram must have noticed. “Anyway, Gonzalo,” he said, leaning forwards in his chair and putting his hands on his knees. “You must be very tired. You’ve been through a terrible ordeal and you need to get some good rest in order to recover. You’ll feel better in the morning once you’ve had a long sleep. We can talk more then. And there’s someone else I’d like you to meet.” 

    He stood up and led me to a door. “Who?” I managed. 

    The door opened onto a carpeted corridor with more doors along it. “Well, you’re not actually our first recruit. You need to meet the first metahuman we recruited for Miracle Force.” He stopped in front of a door with a gold number ‘2’ on it. I was moving up in the world. “But that can wait for tomorrow. For now—sleep.” 

    He took a key-card from his pocket and pressed it to the door handle, which flashed green for a moment and bleeped. He pushed open the door. 

    Beyond was what looked like a five-star hotel room. I had been expecting some kind of dormitory with bunks, like a boarding school or a military barracks. Instead, there were two more comfy armchairs like the one in the ‘mess hall’, a huge flat screen TV, a table and a writing desk, a trouser press, a minibar fridge, an en suite bathroom with walk in shower and bath, a sofa, and, to top it all off, an enormous, super-king-size, four-poster bed. I was really moving up in the world. 

    “As you can see,” said Abram, “here at Miracle Force, we look after our own. Sleep well, Gonzalo.” 

    He shut the door behind him. 

    The room was amazing, but I was so tired. Without even bothering to undress, I climbed onto the bed, lay down on top of the purple covers and fell asleep before my head even hit the pillow. 

    

  


   
    16 

    Who would my first superhero teammate be?  

    I sat in the mess hall late the next morning and wondered. 

    Who would be the leader and who would be the sidekick?  

    Would we both be leaders? Would we both be sidekicks?  

    Maybe it would be someone super-smart, as smart as I was strong. Maybe it would be a big macho bruiser of a guy and I’d be able to wow him by being even stronger than him. Maybe it would be a really hot superhero babe and we’d fight crime as partners and then fall in love, though my heart gave a little twinge for Ali at the thought of that.  

    One of the doors to the mess hall opened and a boy stepped into the room. He was tall and skinny and pink acne dotted his face. He was dressed all in black: Black boots, black combat trousers, black jacket that zipped up at the middle with a black zip. 

    This outfit contrasted completely with his complexion, a very pale white—pasty, even. His face looked almost sickly. He was like a sort of stretched-out spotty ghost. Except for his hair. His hair was a tangled mess of bright flame, orange, that added inches to his height, topping him off like some kind of adolescent candle. He looked quite awkward in his black outfit, slightly hunched over like he was uncomfortable in his own body. 

    He just stood there without saying anything. 

    Oh Lord, is he the other superhero? I thought. He’s too dorky; too much like me. Please let it not be him. Please let this just be the butler or the bell-boy or the intern or something… 

    The boy’s face immediately dropped from the awkward smile pulled back over his front teeth to a sad pout. He looked like a hurt Labrador. 

    Did he read my mind? Was it so obvious what I thought or did I accidentally think it out loud? 

    {No, you didn’t think it out loud,} a voice said in my mind. {You were right the first time. I read your mind. And I am the other superhero, just so you know.} 

    “Aaaaaarrrrrgggghhhhh!” I jumped a foot in the air. The boy’s lips hadn’t moved but I had heard a voice speaking clearly inside my head. What was even weirder was that it was slightly deeper than my own voice and had a British accent.  

    {Don’t worry, it won’t hurt you,} came the voice in my head again. There was a tinge of melancholy to it. {This is one of my powers. I can listen in on people’s minds and speak to them: Telepathy.} 

    I clutched the top of my head and covered my eyes with my palms, wincing. It didn’t hurt, but it felt like my mind was being invaded.  

    {Sorry,} said the voice again, now in an unmistakably saddened tone, {I didn’t mean to upset you. I don’t usually read people’s minds without their permission... But in this case I couldn’t help myself… Also, you thought that very loudly… Wow, we’re off to a great start, aren’t we?} 

    My hands still over my eyes, I dug deep down inside myself to try to find the courage I needed. God, this is so weird… Wait, don’t think that! Crap! I tried to stop thinking so that he wouldn’t hear my thoughts, but then I was just thinking about what I didn’t what to think, so it didn’t work. Come on Gonzalo, you can do this. Don’t be such a weakling. Don’t mess things up with your first superhero teammate...Oh no, did he just hear me think that too? Damn it!  

    “Ok, I can do this,” I said out loud, trying a different approach. If I actually did think out loud then he would be able to hear my thoughts anyway, so maybe it wouldn’t be so weird. I took my hands away from my eyes. “I can cope with this. This is totally normal for a superhero.” 

    The red-headed boy‘s mouth had disappeared into a singularity. It made the acne on his upper lip stand out like little pulsing red stars. 

    {Are you sure you’re OK?} said the boy’s voice in my mind. {I can always come back another time if you don’t want to meet me now…?} 

    “No, it’s alright,” I said. “I’m just not used to this is all. It just takes a bit of...adjusting to.” 

    {I understand. Um...it’s nice to meet you anyway.} The boy held out his hand for me to shake. He only sort of half held it out, like he wasn’t sure whether he wanted to or not. {I’m Mute.} 

    “Well, you’re clearly not…” I said, confused. “Not really, anyway…” 

    {No, um, I don’t mean I’m a mute. I mean my superhero codename is ‘Mute’. Wow, people are really going to find that confusing, aren’t they?} 

    “Oh, riiiight…” 

    As I took his hand and shook it, I imagined smacking him unconscious over the head and then making a dash for it, running away from this crazy weird place back to my apartment, back to my Mom. I didn’t feel like I chose to think it; it just popped into my head, perhaps because I was intimidated by the boy’s telepathy. A grimace contorted my face. Again, I tried not to think about beating him up and running away, but that only made me think about those things even more.  

    Man, this is hard! 

    Mute smiled at me, still holding onto my hand. {Don’t worry,} he said. I guess I can call it ‘said’, though I only heard the words inside my mind. {That’s a normal thing for people to imagine when they first experience me speaking into their minds. That was relatively tame, actually. Being a telepath, you get used to these things quickly. You’d be amazed at the kind of rubbish that goes through people’s minds, all the time... But trying not to think about something—that’s the best way to not stop being able to think about it. Believe me, I know.} 

    I let go of his hand and wiped mine instinctively on my trousers, realised what I was doing, then stopped. Did he notice that? Argh, not again! Think about something else! 

    “Er, what kind of a name is ‘Mute’ anyway?” I said. 

    Mute forced a smile and his pimples rearranged. {It’s not my real name. Oh yeah, but you knew that.. It’s meant to be sort of ironic, like, because I can’t speak with my mouth—but as you can hear I can speak perfectly well with my mind. Commander Abram says he thinks it’s safer if we only go by our codenames, even with each other. Um. What’s yours?} 

    “Go—” I started, then realised he was asking for my superhero name. “Oh, er, I don’t have a codename yet actually.” I tried my best not to think my real name, though he probably heard it anyway. What should I call myself that could preserve my secret identity? How about Gordon? No… “I guess for now, you can just call me ‘G’.” I said it like ‘Gee’. 

    {‘G’?} A smile pulled at the corner of Mute’s closed mouth. {Got it. ‘G’ for ‘Gangsta’.} The voice in my mind impersonated a colloquial London accent, but not very convincingly. It was weird. 

    “No, I’m not a gangster,” I said. I didn’t want him to think that ‘G’ was going to be my permanent superhero name. Or ‘Gangster’. That didn’t fit me. “It’s just the initial of my first name. My real name, that is.” 

    Mute looked at the floor. {Ah, why did I say that? That was a silly joke to make. I must have offended him. I’m really messing this up.} 

    “No, you’re not, you’re not.” It was my turn to reassure him. “Don’t worry, I wasn’t offended.” 

    Mute’s mouth popped open, though he still didn’t move it to produce the sounds that I heard in my mind. {Oh no, did you overhear me think that? Sorry, I didn’t mean to project it… Sometimes I project my thoughts by accident… I’m still learning how to control my powers...} 

    “Hey, don’t worry about it...” I rubbed my arm. I wasn’t used to being the less socially awkward one in a conversation. I didn’t have any practice at it. What was I meant to say? “So am I. It’s all good. To be honest, I was kinda nervous about meeting you too. I actually wondered if you might be a girl, since Commander Abram didn’t tell me.” I chuckled uncomfortably. 

    Mute chuckled back no less uncomfortably inside my mind. So weird. He held out his hands. {Well, sorry, this is what you got. A spotty ginger kid with telepathy who only recently finished his GCSEs.} 

    “‘GCSEs’?” I asked, trying to steer the conversation into easier territory. “What are GCSEs? Where are you from, anyway? How did you end up getting recruited by Abram?” 

    {Um, why don’t I tell you while I give you the tour?} said Mute. {That’s what the Commander asked me to do with you, by the way.} 

    I agreed and we quit the mess hall by the door he had come in. It led to a bright, white-walled, cream-carpeted corridor with paintings in wooden frames on the walls. Some of them I knew were famous. I recognised Van Gogh’s ‘Starry Night’, Monet’s ‘The Water Lily Pond’. Were they just copies, or were they originals? They couldn’t be the originals. 

    The first room Mute showed me was the ‘canteen’. Just like the mess hall, its name did not do it justice. Yes, there may have been a big metal sliding hatch built into one wall, but the room also housed a long, beautifully carved mahogany dining table, several smaller but equally beautiful round satellite tables, and a collection of golden candelabra. There were more famous-looking oil paintings on the walls, and the carpet was intricately patterned with subtly shaded flowers and vines. Above all this, from the ceiling hung a magnificent glass chandelier, splitting the light from the candles into rainbows. 

    {Yeah,} said Mute in my mind, {it got a bit strange eating my Wheetabix in here by myself every morning. But then I just asked my chef to switch me to fry-ups, so now I eat one of those every morning instead.} 

    “We have our own chef?” I was surprised because I hadn’t seen anyone else here yet except Abram, his driver George, and now this other kid Mute. 

    {Oh, no, we don’t have our own chef,} said Mute. {We each get our own individual chef.} 

    Our own individual chef? What sort of a place was this? 

    The ‘briefing room’ was just as impressive, though in a different way: it had a wide conference table with a holographic world map projected onto it, set up in front of the largest flat-screen monitor I had ever seen in my life. I could just imagine the important missions we would be sent on from this room already. 

    The swimming pool—yes, this place had a swimming pool—was incredible too, about four times the size of my local pool in Brooklyn. It had lanes for serious swimming but also a diving board, two hot tubs and no less than three flumes. The flumes seemed like a bit of an unnecessary touch, but I supposed that superheroes needed to have fun too. 

    This place was unreal. I still couldn’t quite believe that I had been recruited to an organisation that got to call it their ‘Base’. 

    All the while Mute was showing these rooms to me he never once said a word about where he came from or how he had ended up being recruited by Abram. So after we left the ‘rec room’—a room twice the size of my entire apartment, complete with table tennis, a pool table, and multiple flatscreen TVs and videogame consoles—and were back in one of the corridors, I asked him. 

    {Oh, right,} he said, {I never answered your question the first time, did I? Silly me. Um, well, if you hadn’t guessed already, I’m from England. Does my voice sound English to you inside your head?} 

    “Yeah, it does.” 

    {That’s good. I’m always worried people are going to hear me speaking in their own internal voice. That would really freak them out.} 

    “It’s cool,” I said. “I always wanted a British friend.” 

    There was a pause. I hadn’t planned to say it—it had just slipped out. I guess I was still thinking my thoughts aloud. For a moment my eyes searched in the cream of the carpet, looking for some sort of hidden trap door to escape through. 

    But Mute only said {Cool,} and nodded, and I relaxed. My eyes returned from the floor but I had to move the conversation on or the implicit acknowledgement that we were in fact friends would become too obvious, too awkward. It’s not like we were girls or anything.  

    “So how did you get over here then?” I asked. “Did Abram fly over and pick you up when your powers manifested?” I had never called it that before but it was obvious what the right term was. I had a language for this kind of thing from comic books and movies, sci-fi novels and videogames. Only now it was like I was in one of those. 

    {Actually,} said Mute as he started walking down the corridor to another room, {my powers first manifested a while before the Commander found me.} When walking behind Mute it was easier to imagine what he was saying was coming from his mouth, but my ears still didn’t hear any sounds. {I first realised I had the telepathy when I was thirteen, when I started overhearing other people’s thoughts. It scared the crap out of me, I can tell you that, but eventually I got used to it and started using it to my advantage. Reading the teacher’s mind for tests, keeping one step ahead of my Dad, using it to find out which girls fancied me...none of them, it turned out.} He glanced back at me for a moment and gave me a pitiful smile. Was that meant to be a joke? He sounded so pathetic, I couldn’t tell. {That sort of thing. I kept it a secret.} 

    “How did anyone ever find out then?” 

    {Um, well…} It was odd to hear someone projecting their own hesitation into your mind. {...eventually I realised that I didn’t just have telepathy, but telekinesis too.} 

    “Oh, wow,” I said, “that’s awesome.” I knew from comics that ‘telekinesis’ meant ‘being able to move things with your mind’. “How strong is it?” 

    {I suppose I could show you...} said Mute. 

    We had stopped outside yet another door, this one with the words ‘WORKOUT ROOM’ printed on it in capitals. The words conjured images of a couple of benches and a few dented free-weights, maybe a single piece of dishevelled gym equipment. That’s what the workout room was at school, although I had only ever been beaten up in it, never used it for myself. But I knew better than to expect that by now.  

    Still, I wasn’t fully prepared for what I saw when Mute pushed the door open. 

    Beyond was an expansive state of the art gym. It had a fleet of electronic exercise bikes. It had treadmills and the things with hand-grips I thought of as ‘walkers’. It had whole racks of weights—free and dumbbells—no less than eight punching bags, and a sea of blue mats for floor exercises. It had pieces of gym equipment that I had never seen before, mounted TV screens playing music videos and four different vending machines. It had a wall made out entirely of mirrors so you could watch yourself while you exercised. 

    Like all of the other rooms and people in this ‘Base’, the workout room seemed to be named slightly ironically.  

    This time I said it out loud. “This place is unreal.” 

    Mute took me over to what looked like a metal tennis ball on a mat on the floor. But instead of picking it up, he pointed, directing my attention to a pair of rings I hadn’t noticed before that hung from a couple of ropes attached to the ceiling. I had seen these kinds of rings before on gymnastics programmes on TV, but these ones were so high up it would be impossible for anyone to reach them—they were pointless. 

    {Let’s see if I can do this...} said Mute. He positioned himself directly underneath the rings, looking up at them, then crouched down. He paused for a moment, apparently contemplating something. 

    Mute jumped and his whole body shot up into the air. The first instant of the jump was like any regular jump, except that then he kept going. 

    He moved through the air, all the way up to the rings, caught them with each hand, let his feet keep going past his head, then backflipped around gracefully before letting go and dropping back down to the ground. 

    He landed a little way from me. He seemed to hover in place just for an instant as he made contact with the ground, then bent his knees to take the strain from the landing. 

    “Ok, that was awesome,” I said. 

    His cheeks went red and he shrugged. {Yeah, it is pretty cool I suppose...} 

    That must be what they call British understatement. “You can basically fly! It’s amazing! What else can you do with it?” 

    He paused and pursed his lips, though this time I didn’t overhear his thoughts. Then he said {Well, that’s the thing. Look.} 

    He crouched down on the mat next to the little metal sphere and held out a hand, palm open, in front of it. He shut his eyes and scrunched up his face. 

    {Rrrrrrr,} I heard in my mind. It was a bit unnerving. 

    The metal ball lifted about a centimetre from the ground, hovered there for a heartbeat, and then fell back to the mat with an anti-climactic little plop. 

    Mute opened his eyes and breathed out noisily, like he’d just exerted himself a great deal. {Thing is,} he said, {I have telekinetic control over my own body, so I can fly and do acrobatics and stuff, but my telekinesis is much weaker if I try to use it on anything that isn’t my body.} 

    “Huh. So you can move yourself with your mind, but not other things?” 

    {That’s right.} He was blushing again. {But the Commander thinks that with training I’ll be able to move things outside my body too. As you can see, I can already do it a bit. It’s one of the things I practice in my workout sessions in here. I’m sure I’ll get there one day…}  

    He fidgeted with his foot on the floor.  I didn’t need to be a mind-reader to work out that he was embarrassed. But I didn’t know what he had to feel embarrassed about. How could there be someone in the world who was more awkward than I was? I was practically a smooth operator by comparison.  

    {Um, would you like to see your own custom equipment?}  

    “My equipment?” I said. “Sure!” 

    He took me to another part of the gym. Next to the huge weights rack there was another smaller rack with only one set of dumbbell weights mounted on it. This set was painted fluorescent yellow.  

    {So I hear you have super strength and invulnerability, right? Now that is cool. You should try some of the regular weights.} 

    “Sure thing.” I went to the big rack and lifted some different weights off of it with one hand—20kg, 30kg, 40kg—replacing them each time. “Easy,” I said. 

    {Wow. They weren’t lying about how strong you are. Can you lift that yellow one?} 

    I sauntered up to the side-rack with its fluorescent yellow dumbbells. They did look pretty dumb, if I was honest. Thinking that these would be as easy to lift as any of the others, I took hold of their crossbar with one hand and tugged gently.  

    Nothing. 

    They must be caught on something. 

    I put my other hand on the crossbar as well, and pulled. The weights came off the rack and my muscles tensed as they took the weight of them for an instant, but they were so heavy that I dropped them, and they fell to the matted floor where they landed with a crunch, almost hitting my feet. I let out a yelp like a scared puppy. 

    The weights had landed still on the mat, without rolling away. When I examined them more closely, I realised that they had dented the concrete floor underneath even through the mat, and were now resting in their own pair of shallow grooves. 

     {The Commander told me they’re made of Osmium,} said Mute. {Apparently it’s the heaviest metal in the Universe. Until recently it’s been very hard to work with, but a team of German scientists just had a breakthrough and managed to bulk-manufacture it, so the Commander had a set of weights made specially for you. It’s for your strength training. You should try and lift it properly.} He seemed less awkward when he was showing off something he knew or bossing you around. I hoped he hadn’t heard me think that. 

    I gritted my teeth, crouched down, and wrapped both my hands around the crossbar of the weights again. I took a deep breath and then flexed my legs, pulling against the weights.  

    Nothing. They were fricking heavy.  

    This was madness. I wasn’t used to anything being heavy. I had almost forgotten what it felt like. Before my powers, almost everything had been heavy. I wasn’t sure that I liked remembering. 

    Mute was still watching. 

    Slowly, I took a deep breath and bit down with my jaw, tensing my biceps as much as I could. This didn’t really show on my arms, as despite now having hyper-muscle density I still had the body of a regular weedy dork.   

    I gave the weights everything I had. “Raawrr!” My own embarrassing sound of exertion came out.  

    Miraculously, the dumbbell moved upwards off the floor. I held it about a foot from the ground for just a second, and then something twanged in my back and I dropped it again. 

    Bam! 

    “Damn it!” 

    Another pair of dents appeared in the mat. I stood up again, massaging my back with one hand, and exhaled through my nose. 

    “Those things sure are heavy.” 

    {Don’t be down on yourself. I’m sure with training you’ll be able to lift them. Commander Abram says everyone who comes here will have areas where they need to develop with their powers. I suppose we’ll have the head start on the others because we’re the ones who’ve come here first.} 

    “I guess so.” I ground my teeth, eying the weights in irritation. 

    {So…that’s pretty much the tour,} said Mute, clearly unsure of what to say next. {What do you think of your new workplace, um...G?} 

     “I like it,” I said. A thought came to me. “And hey, you know what? I’ve decided what my codename is going to be. It’s obvious, really, if I think about it.” 

    {Oh yeah?} said Mute. {What are you going to call yourself?} 

    “Weakling.” 
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    I didn’t live at The Base.  

    Abram thought that it was best that I carry on living back home, at least for now. He said that I was a unique case because I happened to live in the city where Miracle Force was located and that it would be better for my emotional wellbeing to live at home for the moment.  

    He assured me and Mom that our apartment would be watched and that Viper wouldn’t try anything again under these circumstances. They had missed their chance. Our neighbours were also reassured by the police that they would be watching to make sure another ‘burglary’ didn’t happen again, and Abram paid for our front door to be repaired. 

    Whenever we left the apartment block a security detail followed us. It wasn’t obvious, but when I was out walking to the mall or grocery shopping or running an errand for Mom if I looked hard enough I could usually spot a well-built man in civilian clothes but wearing dark glasses following me about twenty paces away. If I looked really hard I could see the transparent earpiece he wore too. 

    My teachers sent me work to do at home. They had been told that I had been involved in another fight outside of school (which was true) and that I was recovering from injuries in hospital (which was not). Mr Oswald from Physics sent me detailed questions to do with a sticky note: ‘Take care of yourself, Gonzalo.’ My Chemistry teacher sent me a fat textbook with detailed instructions. The other teachers weren’t so helpful.  

    Mrs Dean, my English teacher, though, asked me to start working on a long creative writing project. I thought about what to write about for a bit then decided I would write about my powers: how they had developed and what had happened to me since. I was forbidden by Abram to tell anyone about my powers and training except for Mom, but it’s not like Mrs Dean or anyone else would believe the account was true anyway, and the project served as a helpful outlet to process everything that had happened to me. That was happening to me. I enjoyed writing it. 

    I did my schoolwork in the mornings. In the afternoon, right after lunch, a driver would come to pick me up and take me to Miracle Force HQ—not in a limo this time but in one of those white minivans they use to ferry kids and old people to and from hospitals. At The Base I caught up with Mute, we trained in the workout room, and we had lessons. Different lessons to the kind I used to have at school. Abram, sometimes others from the UN or the US military, taught us. They taught us survival skills, international politics, principles of hand to hand combat, elements of other languages, negotiation strategies—you name it, they taught it. It was much more interesting than school. 

    My life settled into a rhythm of schoolwork at home and training at The Base, until one Friday I got an unexpected visitor. 

    I was sat at my messy little desk working on my English project when I heard the bell of our apartment go. It was early evening so Mom was home from work. Outside my bedroom I heard her walk to the front door and pick up the intercom receiver. 

    “Hello? Yes. Yes…… Oh! Of course! Come in, I’ll get him for you.” The buzzer sounded which meant Mom had allowed someone to open the door to our building. 

    “Who is it, Mom?” I called from my desk. 

    “Gonzalo?” she called back. “Someone’s here to see you!” 

    That’s odd. I had already been at training that afternoon, so it couldn’t be the minivan come to collect me. Unless I had left something back at Base and they were dropping it off? But I was pretty sure I hadn’t. 

    I wondered who it could be as I left my bedroom and walked down our apartment corridor to join Mom at our front door. “Who?” 

    “Somebody from your school,” said Mom, with a wry smile. What could that mean? 

    Three tentative knocks came from the other side of the door. Without wasting time by looking through the peep-hole, I undid the deadbolt and opened it to be greeted by… 

    “Ali…” 

    Recognition punched me in the gut. She was just standing there, dark skin glowing in the white strip-light of the corridor, clutching some school books to her chest, a little opaque plastic bag hanging out of her right hand. Her black hair hung down past her shoulders. It was definitely her. She bit her bottom lip. 

    What is she doing here? I thought. I had tried to banish her from my mind for the last few weeks, replacing her with Miracle Force, but despite myself she had kept creeping back in when I wasn’t expecting it. And now she was at my door. I couldn’t very well banish her from here. Could I? I wanted to pull her in and give her a hug and push her away and slam the door in her face all at the same time, but Mom was standing next to me so I couldn’t do any of those things. 

    I still hadn’t said anything else so Ali said “Er...Hi? Sorry I haven’t visited earlier. It took a while for me to realise you weren’t coming back to school anytime soon, and it took a while to track down your address too. Can I come in? I brought hummus.” She lifted the plastic bag. 

    “Of course you can, my dear!” said my Mom before I could react. She ushered Ali in and shut the door behind her before I could stop her. “It’s so nice to get a visit from one of Gonzalo’s school friends! He has all these friends, I am sure of it, but does he tell his mother about any of them? Of course not!” Mom steered Ali to a chair in our kitchen and basically pushed her into it, taking the bag from her without even asking and unpacking the hummus and pita bread she had brought. “And so many girls, Gonzalo!” She winked me. “This one is very pretty.” 

    Heat rose in my stomach. I was furious with Mom, not only because of how cripplingly embarrassing she was being but because she had invited a traitor into our apartment. The last time I had seen Ali she had called me a ‘poor little nerdy kid with mental health problems’ in front of practically my whole school year. What was she doing in my apartment now? How could she even dare to show her face to me again? Also, why did she even want to show her face to me again if that was what she really thought of me? 

    “Mom...could you excuse us for a moment?” I asked. “Do you mind if Ali and I talk in my room?” 

    Mom stopped in her tracks, mid-hummus-spreading. “Ok…” she said eventually. “You can eat these in your room together, I suppose. But no monkey business! I will be just in the next room.” 

    I didn’t even bother to correct her ridiculous command. “It’s this way,” I said to Ali. 

    Once we were in my room and I had closed the door behind us I put the food on my desk and sat down in my chair. Ali sat on my bed. 

    “What are you doing here?” I demanded immediately. 

    Ali tilted her head, frowning puzzlement. “What do you mean? I wanted to see how you are, how you’ve been recovering. I’m your friend.” 

    “Are you now?” I wasn’t going to hold back. I cut to the heart of the matter straight away. “That’s not what you said at Sam’s party.” 

    A flush rose in her cheeks. “Oh right, yeah… Look, about that, Gonzalo—” 

    “To be honest,” I cut her off, building up steam, “I’m surprised that you even have the nerve to show your face to me again.” What was I saying? Under any other circumstances I would be overjoyed to have a beautiful, living, breathing girl actually sitting in my bedroom. And in reality, not just in my imagination! But this was different. Ali had hurt me, badly. And a month of superhero training had given me a boldness I didn’t have before. Maybe if I accused her first then I could stop her hurting me any more. “What was it you called me at the party?” I went on. “‘A poor little nerdy kid with mental health problems’? How could you say that about me, Ali? After I confided in you? I told you about my powers! I let you in. I trusted you!”  

    “Look, I’m sorry, OK?” Ali managed to interject. 

    “‘Sorry’?” I had momentum now, I wasn’t going to stop. I stood up from my desk and started pacing up and down my tiny room as I laid into her verbally. “‘Sorry’ doesn’t cut it! Is that what you think of me? You think I’m really just a poor little boy with mental health problems? That I made up all the stuff about my strength and invincibility? That I’m a sad creepy headcase who lives in a deluded fantasy world like his comic books? That was a really mean thing to say. Well, I’ve proved they’re real now! After you left the party I fought back and beat up the football team. I even put some of them in hospital for a while. You might not have heard about it because everyone who was there has been paid off to keep it quiet, but I bet someone’s blabbed about it to you. What do you think about my delusions now? It was your fault that I did what I did to those boys, Ali, because you said what you said! I can’t believe you would even show up here. You’re unbelievable.”  

    The truth was that I was deeply ashamed of what I had done to the football team, but I wasn’t about to admit that to Ali. I still couldn’t quite believe what I was saying, but I had had time to brood. I hadn’t realised just how much rage had been locked up inside of me until it all poured out. I sat down on my chair again, my hands shaking. 

    After a moment I risked a look at Ali. 

    Her lip was quivering. Water droplets filled her eyes, but she didn’t shed them. Crocodile tears, I was sure. At the same time, the kink in her forehead made her seem like she was contemplating saying something. 

    After a long time she said, in a voice that came from the back of her throat, holding back the tears, “I know you’re upset, Gonzalo, and I understand why. But don’t you see? I said those things to try to protect you. You told me that the doctor had told you not to tell anyone about your powers or give them away. I wanted those guys to take pity on you so they would stop trying to beat you up so you could stop acting. I didn’t want you to lose control and use your powers and get in trouble. I was covering for you, Gonzalo!” 

    My mouth fell open. 

    “Oh…” 
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    I stared into space for I don’t know how long.  

    Ali had been covering for me? How could I not have seen that? 

    I felt like a complete moron. I felt like Bill Jackson must have felt anytime he sat in a Science lesson. Or any lesson, for that matter. 

    “So...you are my friend?” I ventured cautiously. 

    Ali looked me in the eyes. “Yes!” 

    “And...you believe I have superpowers?” 

    She smiled at me through the tears that now broke and rolled down her cheeks, and sniffed. “How could I not?” 

    “And...you don’t think I have mental health problems?” 

    Our faces were quite close now. 

    “I’m your friend, Gonzalo…” 

    I leaned forward and kissed her.  

    Only I didn’t kiss her because she stood up off my bed and held her hands up and I fell forwards onto the duvet, getting a tongueful of quilt.  

    “Woah!” said Ali. “Easy, tiger! What do you think you’re doing?!” 

    It was my turn to be apologetic. I had done a complete emotional one-eighty in a matter of moments and my head was spinning. I stood up. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry… I’m just so glad you were only covering for me and don’t actually think those things about me and I...I got a little carried away…” 

    Ali crossed her arms over her chest, blinking away her tears. “Well I may be your friend, but I’m not that kind of friend, Gonzalo! I’m not your girlfriend!” 

    Yet, I added in my mind, as was my habit. The spark of her explanation had rekindled the flames of my romantic hope. 

    “I’m going to be a superhero!” I said out loud. “I’m going to superhero school under the United Nations headquarters!” 

    I just said it. I didn’t think about it; I just said it. Oops, I wasn’t meant to tell anyone else about that. I guess I wanted to impress her and cover up as quickly as possible after my failed smooching attempt. 

    Ali put her hands over her mouth. “What?” she said through her hands. “That’s… that’s amazing Gonzalo...” She fell back down to sit on the bed. 

    “Yeah…” I sat down next to her, sweeping some comics out of the way so we could both fit on the bed with a reasonably polite distance between us. I’m sitting on my bed with a beautiful girl and she doesn’t think I’m a poor little boy with mental health problems. “I’m not really supposed to tell anyone else, actually… But you won’t tell anyone, will you?” 

    Slowly, she shook her head. 

    “You’re so great Ali. You always believed me, even from the start. I’m...I’m sorry I doubted you.” 

    “It’s OK…” she said slowly. “I get it… I’m… I’m a good actor, and I didn’t have the chance to tell you what I was doing…” She reached out and put a hand on mine. I looked down at it. It was still wet from her tears, but thankfully those had stopped flowing. I considered trying to kiss her again, then remembered what had happened the previous time and decided I might still be misjudging the mood. 

    Instead I said “It only makes sense that I’d tell you. You were the first person at school I told about my powers. I’m sure they’ll understand. But it’s still probably better if you don’t tell anyone else...at least for now.” 

    “Gonzalo, who’s ‘they’?” Ali asked. “What happened to you after that night at Sam’s party? Where have you been these last few weeks?” 

    I filled her in on what had happened when I got home from the party, about the attack on my apartment, about meeting Abram, about my being recruited to Miracle Force, The Base. Her eyes stretched wide and she kept on putting her hand back to her mouth, then back on top of my hand again. This confused me. Was she expressing sympathy for me, or was she communicating physical affection for me that she wanted me to return? Did she want me to kiss her again? I decided that she didn’t. For now. 

    “So...what do you do at this secret underground UN place all day?” Ali asked me when I had finished explaining. “What’s it...like?” This time she didn’t ask excitedly, but tentatively, as if she was unsure whether I would actually tell her or not. 

    She was my confidant. My best friend. One day my girlfriend. There was no use keeping secrets from her. I told her. “Well, it’s not all day, actually. In the morning I stay home and do schoolwork. Our teachers have been sending me stuff to do so I don’t fall behind. They think I’m recovering from an operation I had to have after I was hurt at Sam’s party. Then, in the afternoon, a minivan picks me up to take me to The Base—not a limo, a minivan, so as not to attract attention. There’s a load of other kids on it—kids with special needs, disabled kids, stuff like that—but that’s just a cover.” Cover. That was a good word. I liked it. I had gotten it from Ali. “I’m the only one who gets off at my stop. I walk into the UN headquarters and have to go through a retina-recognition scanner and then use this special key-card”—I took out the ID pass with my face printed on it but didn’t let her get too close a look at it as she wasn’t supposed to see it—“to get in the secret entrance to Miracle Force HQ.” 

    “And...what do you do there, again?” 

    “I train. There’s a supergym that me and Mute work out our powers in—” 

    “Mute? Who’s Mute?” 

    I realised I had given something else away I probably shouldn’t have. But it was OK. It was only a codename. I didn’t even know his real name. “Oh, Mute’s my other teammate. He’s cool. He’s this British kid with telepathic mind powers. He’s even more awkward than me, if you can believe it... There’s only two of us right now but Commander Abram says more people will be added as they’re discovered.” 

    “Is that right?” said Ali. She sounded particularly interested by this. “How do people get discovered?” 

    “Well, they get found by their governments in one of the different UN member states, and the government sends them to Abram to be recruited into the Miracle Force. That’s what happened to me and Mute. The British government discovered him fighting crime by himself in London and sent him over here for training. There’s a secret international agreement that if any country finds someone with superpowers they’ll send them here to the UN for training. That way they can be used for good and for everyone’s interests, rather than just the interests of any one particular country.” I stopped. Yet again I’d said more than I should have. “Look, you can’t tell anyone about this, OK?”  

    Ali let go of my hand and stood up from the bed, turning away from me to put her hands on my desk and lean over it, blowing out her cheeks in a sigh. “Pffffft.” 

    “What is it?” I asked. “Don’t you believe me? Should I not have told you?” 

    She ran a hand through her dark hair, still facing away from me. “No, no, it’s really amazing, Gonzalo. Really amazing. I’m really happy for you. It’s just...a lot take in all at once. It’s a little overwhelming, that’s all. Hey, what’s this?” 

    I got up too, nearly tripped over one of the wires from my games console, and joined her at my desk to see what she was looking at. 

    “That? Oh, that’s just an English project I’ve been working on. Like I said, the teachers at school have been sending me stuff to do as I’m away. Mrs Dean set me a project of writing a story to hand in during Summer semester. I decided to write about what’s happened to me with my powers, since she won’t believe it’s real anyway. It’s a way of sort of...processing it, you know?” I tried to gauge Ali’s reaction, but she was lost in fascination at the document open on my laptop screen. “Maybe it’s a bad idea,” I said. “I’ll write something else as well and hand that in to her instead. It’s probably too risky. It’s dumb, really…” I moved to shut the laptop screen. 

    “No, it’s not dumb at all,” said Ali, breaking out of her trance and putting out her hand to stop me closing the screen. She turned to look at me. “Gonzalo, do you mind if I have a copy of this to read?” 

    I was taken aback, but I kept my composure. “Oh. Really? Sure! If you’d like I can add your email to the permissions for the cloud save. That’d be easier. That way you can keep reading it on your own computer as I update it. I’ve just finished the part about me joining Miracle Force and meeting Mute, and I’m still going. How does that sound?” 

    “That sounds great. Here’s my email address.” 

    She reached down and typed it in, right at the bottom of the same document so I wouldn’t forget to add her to the list of addresses that had permission to access it. The letters appeared on the screen, automatically underlined as a blue hyperlink. Yes, I’ve got her email address! I thought. One step closer to ‘in a relationship’ status.  

    “Thanks,” she said. “I’ll look forward to reading it and finding out about what’s happened to you in more detail.” She took some bread and hummus from the plate on my desk and went and sat down on my bed again, munching.  

    I took some too but this time I sat down at my desk again. We were doing a strange kind of dance with where we sat in the room and I didn’t know the steps. I didn’t completely understand Ali. It was really nice of her to come round to see me. She really was my friend. But was she really so interested in what had happened to me that she wanted to read my account of it? 

    You silly Weakling, I thought, calling myself by my superhero name. Have you forgotten again that you’ve got a clever, kind, knockout girl in your bedroom? Talk about something else interesting, for God’s sake, or she might leave! 

    “How’s everything going at school anyway?” I landed on. Urgh. So cliché. So mundane. But it was something, at least. 

    “Oh, you know,” said Ali in between mouthfuls. Her delicate face looked oddly undignified when she spoke with her mouth full. “School’s school. Same old teachers, same old lessons. It’s a lot of work.” She grinned at me little cheekily. “The football team’s not been the same, but other than that most things are as usual.” 

    I felt myself blush. Oh yes. The football team. I had written up that episode a few nights ago. It had been very difficult to do. “Are they back at school?” 

    “Most of them.” Munch munch. “They got in a lot of trouble after that night, though. Donny’s still suspended for the meantime. I think he might get fully expelled.” 

    “Trouble?!” I said. That didn’t seem fair, even to me. I was the one who should be in trouble. I was the one who had beaten them up, in the end. “Why did they get in trouble?” 

    “Oh.” Ali paused, food still in her mouth. “Well I know you have powers and everything, but they did...try to beat you up, Gonzalo. And lots of people saw it as well...as far as everyone else is concerned, they saw you getting beaten up too. They don’t know about your—what’s the word? Invulnerability. Like I do. So at first they just saw you getting beaten up...you know, before you fought back... I guess once word got back to school about the fight, especially what with Bill being on a warning from the last time you got in a fight, they all got suspended.” 

    A thought occurred to me. “How’s Bill?”  

    “Bill? Oh, yeah, he’s well. We hang out sometimes.” 

    What? I thought.  

    “What?!” I said. 

    She paused mid-much and waved a hand with what seemed like fake nonchalance. “Oh, not hang out hang out, just, you know, like ‘hang out’ as in ‘hang around with the same people sometimes.’” 

    What was that supposed to mean? 

    “Don’t look so freaked out,” said Ali. “It’s totally normal. After all, he’s still going out with Sam, for the moment, and Sam’s my friend now... Anyway, Bill’s not that bad once you get to know him a bit. The macho male thing’s all just a big act. Did you know he has two Dads, instead of a Dad and a Mom? Sam says she thinks he tries to overcompensate…”  

    The room had started to swim just a little. I felt all at sea, as if I had been tied to an anchor and someone had just cut it. For the second time that day, I felt like Ali was a traitor. Bill Jackson? How could she say that Bill Jackson was ‘not that bad’? After everything he had done to me? And after how racist he had been to her? 

    Ali must have noticed I was struggling because she swallowed the last of her pita bread, got up off the bed and said “I should probably go...” 

    Argh, she’s going to leave, do something to keep her here you stupid weakling! I stood up. “Oh, you don’t have to go…” I shoved the feelings of betrayal deep down somewhere into my stomach. It was just hanging out with mutual friends. I could live with that. Couldn’t I? “You can stay longer if you want. Do you want to…” I looked around my room desperately for something. “...play some videogames or something?” I didn’t know where to put my hands. In the end they just rested palm down on my thighs. I must have looked so self-conscious. Weakling. 

    Ali giggled. Was that endearment or pity? “Thanks, Gonzalo, but no thanks, it’s OK. I really should be going anyway. I’ve got to go home and write up an experiment for Mr Oswald. But this has been...nice. We should do it again sometime.” 

    Now the flames of hope were like a burning sun flaming incandescent in my chest. 

    “Yes!” Too strong. “I mean...yeah, sure, if you like… That would be nice...I guess.” I shrugged like I didn’t really mind either way. I hoped it didn’t feel as fake to her as it did to me.   

    “Cool,” said Ali. “I’ll come round again sometime then. Maybe we could go out for another coffee.” 

    I almost started jumping up and down for joy but I restrained myself. “Cool,” I managed. Will you marry me? I added in my mind.  

    “Well, see you next time then,” said Ali. 

    I had to stay calm. I couldn’t do anything stupid to sabotage the end of this. Don’t mess this up. “Yeah, see you soon,” I said. “I mean—see you next time.” 

    There was a pause. Ali was still standing in front of me. I realised that she was expecting me to do something. What? Kissing her hadn’t worked before. Oh, was I meant to open the door for her? 

    I made to open the door just as she gave up waiting and went for it too, and we bumped arms, then both pulled back  

    “Sorry…” I mumbled. 

    I finally managed to open the door to my bedroom. God, why was that such an achievement? As I turned the doorknob and pulled the door inwards, my Mom half-stumbled into the room, crashing into me and then bouncing straight off my invulnerable chest to stumble backwards a couple of paces. 

    “Gonzalo!” she exclaimed. “Excuse me; I was just doing some dusting!”   

    To her credit she did have our bedraggled grey feather duster in her hand, but I was under no illusion that she had actually been dusting my bedroom door. 

    I shot her a death stare. It was lucky for her that wasn’t one of my powers. 

    Lucky for me, Ali found this funny too, raising a hand to her face to stifle another giggle. “Nice to see you, Mrs Lopez,” she said to Mom as we walked past after she had recovered herself. 

    “Oh, nice to see you, young lady,” Mom said. For once she was embarrassed. She didn’t bother to correct Ali for getting her second name wrong. She never did that. 

    I showed Ali to the front door, glaring at my Mom as we walked past her, much more familiar with the door-opening procedure this time.  

    “See you soon,” Ali said on her way out, as if to give me a final confirmation that the promise of another meeting had been real. 

    “See you soon,” I echoed. I shut the door gently then turned around. 

    Mom was still standing at the other end of the corridor. She had a stupid grin on her face. 

    “Mom, you were listening to us!” I fired off straight away, furious with her. 

    She held out her hands in front of her, gesticulating with them as she spoke which she always did when she was excited. “My little baby boy is growing up!” The feather duster wobbled in the air. “Meeting with girls in his bedroom!” Was she getting weepy? “And such a pretty girl, Gonzalo!” she repeated herself from earlier. 

    I marched past her back to my bedroom. She can’t have heard me talking about Miracle Force to Ali or she’d be telling me off, as I wasn’t meant to talk about it to anyone else except her. Maybe she had actually been dusting for a bit before she started eavesdropping? 

    I stopped in my doorway and turned back to her. “Don’t listen in on me, Mom, or I won’t meet her here any more! It’s rude!” 

    She kept giving me that dumb beaming smile like she wasn’t paying any attention to what I was saying. She had followed me down the corridor with it. 

    “Oh, Gonzalo, I always knew you were going to be a—what do they call it?—a ‘late bloomer’. I’m so happy for you! But I mean it, by the way: No monkey business in this apartment.”  

    To try to get her to stop I decided to use my secret weapon. I hadn’t used it yet because I had wanted to forget about it. But I couldn’t forget about it forever. 

    “Stop it, Mom!” I said. “I heard you with someone when we spoke on the phone the first night Abram picked me up! Don’t think you’re protected from having your private life poked around in too! And don’t think I haven’t noticed when you’ve been back from work later than usual or been walking with a spring in your step this last month! Or that you’ve suddenly had double the number of ‘writing groups’! I mean, who even wants to discuss obscure Hebrew poetry at all, let alone twice a week?”  

    Mom’s face dropped. She looked at the floor, then back up at me. “Gonzalo…” she said. “I was going to tell you soon…” 

    I’d gone too far. I’d made her feel ashamed, which I hadn’t wanted to do.  

    Eventually I said, much more softly, “It’s OK, Mom… I’m sure you would have told me eventually. It’s just, if you want your privacy, give me mine too.” 

    Judging from the gentler, less cheeky smile that she showed me I had hit the perfect note of righteous indignation and moral reprimand. I slipped into my bedroom and shut the door behind me, leaving Mom to stew in the after-effects of my having outed her clandestine activities. 

    I lay down on my bed and looked up at my ceiling, which was cracked and slightly mouldy. Ok, so Mom really did have a secret boyfriend. I had been mostly sure, but not a hundred percent until now. And ok, so sometimes Ali hung out with Bill Jackson; or at least hung out near Bill Jackson. 

    On the other hand, I had powers, I was part of a fledgling superhero team, I didn’t have to go to regular school anymore, and I had just spent time with a cute girl in my bedroom for the first time ever, who didn’t think that I was a poor little nerdy kid with mental health problems after all! And she had talked about coming back sometime! 

    Things were looking up. 

    Things were really looking up. 

    

  


   
    19 

    Sparring with Mute was extremely difficult. 

    It should be easy. We were both puny weeds on the outside, sure, and he was even a bit taller than me, but I had hyper-muscle-density, for God’s sake. 

    I threw another right jab, but he sidestepped out of the way of it again. He looked like he was just walking around the blue training mat at random, but he moved at exactly the right time to avoid all of my attacks. 

    The problem was that he could read my mind so he always knew what I was about to do next. 

    I twisted my body and followed up with a left hook, aimed at his head. But Mute just ducked underneath it, then delivered a flurry of gentle punches to my stomach, before springing back again, out of my reach. 

    We stood for a moment a few paces apart, surveying each other in our gym tracksuits across the floor of the training mat. 

    I was panting. Panting! I gritted my teeth. Desperately trying to hit someone who could see your every move as you thought it was quite hard work, it turned out. 

    Of course, it wasn’t like he could hurt me either. We were evenly matched, but for completely different reasons. He didn’t even put much force into his punches, as he would just injure his hands if he did. It was like he was only hitting me to make a point. 

    {Come on, Weakling!} he called out in my mind with an annoying grin. {Hit me if you can!} 

    “I’m glad that our friendship has grown strong enough over the last few months that you think you can bait me like an annoying little kid,” I said aloud. Maybe choosing the nickname I had been bullied with at school as my Miracle Force codename hadn’t been the best idea. 

    {No, it’s good—it’s ironic, remember?} said Mute. 

    {Argh, I keep forgetting you can read my thoughts!} 

    “Keep focused, boys,” said Commander Abram from the side of the mats. Normally our sparring sessions were overseen by Sensei Wong, but occasionally Abram oversaw us for a personal training session. When he did, often it was because he had some special lesson to teach us. But he hadn’t done that today. Yet.  

    “Don’t give up now, Weakling,” Abram went on. “See if you can find a way to land a blow on Mute.”  

    Normally it didn’t matter that I couldn’t hit Mute, but today Abram wanted me to do it. The pressure was on. 

    Ok, think, Weakling… The trouble was that whatever I thought of, Mute would be aware of it too. He was allowed to read minds during combat—or at least he didn’t seem to have any qualms about doing so. He can see my thoughts as I think them…but what if I move so fast that he doesn’t have time to react? 

    I ran at Mute all of a sudden, trying to catch him off guard. But he either saw me coming or heard me think to move at the same time I did, because he hopped away so that the sideways karate kick I launched at him didn’t connect. 

    I followed up with another rapid series of blows, but Mute bobbed, weaved and stepped out of the way of every single one. A telekinetic backflip, and he landed a few paces away from me again, leaving us back where we had been, only I was a little more out of breath. 

    “Rrrr,” I growled, clenching my jaw. It was like he knew what I was going to do before I even did. He was making me look like a moron in front of Abram. 

    How do you beat someone who can see your thoughts? I thought. 

    {I don’t know,} said Mute in my mind. {But I’ll tell you how not to beat them: like that!} 

    {If you can read my thoughts before I act…I’ll just act without thinking!} 

    Mute grinned. {Ha! You can try!} 

    I remembered something Colonel Steadman had said in one of our previous training sessions. When you’re in the heat of battle, there’s no time to think about what to do next. There’s no time for thought, only action. You act on instinct. You need to be ready for that moment. 

    I slowed my breathing, focused on it. In. Out. I allowed the rise and fall of my lungs to fill the whole of my mind. Whenever another thought, about how much Mute was annoying me or how embarrassed I felt in front of Commander Abram, popped into my head, I just gently brought my attention back to my breathing. 

    Mute’s grin dropped. {Hey, what are you doing?} he said in my mind. 

    No thought, only action. 

    {What?!} 

    I ran at Mute before I became aware I was doing it. I stayed focused on my breathing, letting my body act for itself. 

    I threw a punch at his torso and he dodged out of the way of it, but only just, this time. I threw another. 

    In. Out. In. Out. 

    Punch. Kick. Kick. Punch! 

    I caught Mute a blow to his stomach with my right fist.  

    “Oof!” The air escaping from his mouth made a noise, even if he was a mute. 

    He lifted into the air and came down on the mat on his back ten metres away with a plop. He immediately scrunched his face up and rolled around clutching at his stomach. 

    {Ow!} came his voice in my mind. {Ok, ok, mercy! You got me! I guess I deserved it… How did you do that?} 

    Someone was clapping. 

    I turned to face Abram. 

    “Well done, Weakling!” he said. “Perseverance in the face of opposition always pays off. You must have quietened your mind to the extent that Mute couldn’t read it any more to see your attacks coming. No mean feat. Are you alright, Mute?” 

    Mute was wobbling onto his feet now, still with one hand on his stomach. {Weakling packs a mean punch, sir, but I’ll live.} 

    I hadn’t hit him too hard. I wouldn’t do that to him. 

    Mute wobbled back over to me and we shook hands. This time we both grinned. 

    {I’ll get you next time,} he said in my mind, I think so that only I could hear.  

    {That’s what you think,} I said. 

    “Good,” said Abram. “Well done boys, I’m very impressed with you both. You’ve both come a long way since the last time I sat in on your combat training. But that’s enough sparring practice for now. I came down here to take your workout session today personally, because there’s something that’s arrived that I want to show both of you. With me.” 

    Ah, here we go, I thought. 

    He beckoned for us to follow and walked over to a big silver box with metal clasps that stood a little way away from the mats, near the exercise bikes. I hadn’t noticed it until now, but that wasn’t unusual. Our huge ‘workout room’ was full of all sorts of weird and wonderful equipment for training superheroes.  

    “Now, boys.” Abram knelt by the box and began to lecture us. “I should let you know, we’ve recently had some tips about potential metahuman sightings in some parts of the world to which it would be…impractical to transport you via the traditional methods. What’s more, if certain scenarios present themselves we may not find ourselves with the luxury of having lots of time on our hands…that is to say, we may find ourselves presented with circumstances that mean we need to drop you into places quite quickly. As such, I give you…” He opened the box and lifted out its contents. “…your para-harness.” 

    From Abram’s hands drooped a collection of woven straps and metal clips all bundled together in a tangled mess. Although, if I looked carefully, there was a pattern to the mess: There seemed to be four red straps and four blue, like they were designed for two different sets of arms and legs. Only, instead of being separate, they were all linked together.  

    Mute and I looked at each other. 

    “No way,” I said. 

    “Yes way,” said Abram. “Come and get into it.” 

    We obeyed, and set about putting our hands into the various straps and attaching the clips as Abram directed us. The red loops were for Mute, the blue ones for me. At one point we knocked heads with each other and laughed (Mute laughed inside my head, anyway. Still getting used to that.) 

    When we had finished we were both left standing in the harness facing the same way, with me strapped onto the front of Mute. 

    {Sir, what is this for?} asked Mute. 

    I had an idea. I was surprised he hadn’t worked it out yet.  

    “The para-harness is designed to enable you to help Weakling to fly, so that you can jump out of flying vehicles together and land in places by yourselves.” 

    Oh God, not flying, I thought. My worst fear had been confirmed. I had hated flying for as long as I could remember, ever since Mom and I had taken a return flight to Israel when I was little and experienced bad turbulence on the way back. 

    {Don’t worry, it won’t be so bad,} said Mute. {I can pilot us smoothly.} 

    {I hope you’re right…} I thought back, trying to conceal my fear from Abram. 

    “Why don’t you test it out?” said Abram. 

    My heart hit its next beat completely out of time. “A-already?” I blurted. “I mean…Already, sir? Don’t you think it’s a little soon? You want us to jump out of a plane together already?” 

    Abram lifted one bushy eyebrow at me. “A helicopter, actually,” he said. “Not immediately. But you’ll get there soon. For now, see if you can fly together in here. I want you to take off and fly to the four main corners of the workout room.” 

    “{Yes sir,}” Mute and I both chanted like trained dogs. 

    {You ready, Weakling?} Mute said in my mind. I felt him crouching down in the harness strapped behind me, and bent my own legs to oblige him. 

    {…ok,} I thought back. {Abram can’t hear what we’re saying to each other inside our heads, can he?} 

    {No, I haven’t got him linked in right now.} 

    {Good. Ok, but go slowly. I hate flying.} 

    {Alright, I’ll try. But you’ve really got nothing to worry about. Jump on ‘three’. One…two…three!} 

    I pushed off from the floor and behind me Mute did too.  

    “Wuuurrwww!” I couldn’t help myself from saying out loud as we lifted off the ground like we would have normally, but then kept on going up into the air. 

    My breakfast rose in my gullet. I’m gonna puke! 

    {Don’t!} said Mute. {Or at least if you do, try not to get it on me!} 

    I tightened my diaphragm and managed to hold on to my breakfast. As we moved up towards the ceiling of the workout room I looked down at Abram. He was smiling, but his smile was slightly strained at the corners. 

    Ok, snap out of it, Weakling. Mute flew us over the elaborate workout equipment to the first corner of the ceiling that we needed to touch. I needed to succeed with Miracle Force. I had a lot riding on this. My future job. My way to take care of my Mom. My college place. My way to impress Ali. Don’t mess this up. 

    {Will you stop thinking so loudly?} Mute said. {I’m trying to concentrate!} 

    “Argh!” I cried out as Mute slammed into the workout room’s concrete wall. It didn’t hurt but I was still surprised by it, and I left a vaguely Weakling-shaped impression in it when we came away. “What was that for?” 

    {Sorry!} said Mute. {I’m not used to flying with extra…weight… have to concentrate harder!} 

    {I’m not that heavy!} 

    {I know, I know, it’s just a bit awkward flying with someone else strapped on to you!} 

    {How do you think I feel?} 

    {Just touch the corner! Abram’s watching!} 

    I did what Mute suggested and touched the corner where two walls and the ceiling of the workout room met. 

    It took Mute a couple of attempts to turn us around, and when we wobbled a bit as he took us off again I had to shut my eyes for a moment or risk losing my breakfast again. I guessed it was easier for Mute to direct us when we were already in motion, but stopping and changing direction was much more difficult. 

    I stole another look at Abram as we flew past him again. He had his head in one hand, like he had had to cover his eyes from shame of us. 

    Mute wobbled again and my stomach sent up some more messages of distress. 

    Think happy thoughts. Think happy thoughts. 

    {Will you shut up?} said Mute. {Try not to think any thoughts at all! Why don’t you do that weird breathing trick again?} 

    That’s a good idea. I let Mute steer us, and focused on my breathing again. In. Out. In. Out. Soon I wasn’t even saying ‘In. Out.’ in my mind. 

    Mute flew us over to the other corners of the ceiling and I reached out and touched them one by one. He was still quite wobbly whenever we stopped and started again, but I let my breathing fill my mind, and I wondered if he might have been getting less wobbly… 

    When we had touched the last ceiling-corner, Mute flew us back over towards Abram. 

    At least he didn’t have his head in his hands any more. 

    “Well done, boys,” he said as we approached him. “I think you might be getting the hang of this. I knew you would. Now, Mute, if you would just hover in place for a moment, there’s something else that I want to show you.” 

    {Yes, sir,} said Mute. 

    Mute brought us to a halt, but still in mid-air, so that we hung suspended a few metres above Abram. We were tilted slightly forwards at an angle so that we could see him. My arms and legs hung limply at my sides, as they had the whole time Mute had been flying me around, and all of a sudden I became very self-conscious of them. I must look like some sort of idiot rag doll. What should I do with my hands? 

    I tensed my hands into fists and held them up slightly in front of me, in what I hoped was an assertive and alert posture. 

    Mute wobbled again immediately and we dropped about a metre in the air before he regained control and we levelled out again. 

    {Hey!} he said. {Don’t do that! You shifted your weight!} 

    {Whoops, sorry,} I thought back. I had waved my hands around frantically when we had dropped, but now I had them back in fists in front of me. 

    “What are you doing, Weakling?” Abram asked puzzledly. 

    “Oh…er…sorry, sir. I was just trying to adopt a more…alert…posture?” 

    That forced smile returned. “Well, don’t. Not if Mute needs you to be limp when he’s carrying you.” 

    “Oh, ok.” I let my arms go limp again. 

    {Argh!} said Mute. 

    Thankfully we levelled out a bit quicker this time. We were just a couple of metres above Abram now. 

    Abram sighed very quietly, but he still kept his smile. “Anyway, boys. There’s another feature of your para-harness you need to learn how to use. Weakling, if you look on the right side, somewhere there should be a yellow cord. What I want you to do is—” 

    “Wuuurrrhhhh!” 

    Without warning, I fell away from Mute and straight onto Abram. 

    I hit him chest-first, like I was belly-flopping onto him. He just had enough time to put up his hands to protect himself, but I crashed into those, knocking him to the floor and landing on top of him.  

    I scrambled around, scuffing Abram’s smart suit, and managed to get off of him, then helped him to his feet. 

    “Not yet, you silly child!” Abram said. His face had turned red. 

    Oh shit oh shit oh shit. “I’m sorry, sir, I’m so sorry! I saw the cord and I thought you wanted me to pull it straight away!” 

    {Hahahahaha,} came the sound of Mute laughing in my mind. I hoped that I was the only one he could hear it. For his sake. 

    Abram accepted my helping hand up and brushed himself off. “Yes, well I didn’t want you to pull it just then, did I, Weakling?” He sighed again, much more loudly this time, but then he seemed to master his irritation and his face returned to its familiar olive colour. “What I was going to ask you to do was to fly above a target on the mats and practice releasing yourself in order to hit a fixed point. Weakling, you really must listen to the whole of my instructions before you—” 

    Bleep bleep.  

    Abram’s phone, from inside his jacket. Saved by the bell. 

    “Excuse me a moment, boys,” he said as he looked at it. “I need to take this.” He walked over to another side of the workout room. 

    Mute had landed next to me. He was wearing that stupid grin again. 

    {Stop looking at me like that,} I thought, rubbing my arm. 

    {That was priceless,} Mute said. 

    {I didn’t know it was going to do that, did I?} 

    {Well you could have guessed!} 

    {I thought it might have opened a parachute, or something!} 

    {Haha! What would be the point of that? You’re invincible, and I can fly anyway!} 

    {Hey, don’t make fun, Mute. I’ve got a lot riding on this Miracle Force thing.} 

    {So do I.} 

    {You’ve got two parents who care about you—even if they are divorced like mine—with way more money. And a trust fund. If this doesn’t work out, you’ve got plenty to go back to. I don’t. Miracle Force is my ticket to taking care of my Mom, and a college place, and job security. And getting a girlfriend,} I added, because Mute could read my thoughts anyway. 

    {Ok, ok.} Mute held up his hands. {Sorry, Weakling. I wouldn’t worry about it, though. Abram’s very forgiving. We’ve only been at this a few months. He understands. It’s not like we’re about to be going out on any missions soon, or anything. Oops—here he comes.} 

    Abram was walking back towards us, tucking his phone back into his jacket pocket. 

    “Boys, that was the UN head office. There’s been a confirmed new metahuman sighting. I’m going to need to take you to go to pick her up. This is earlier in your training than I would have liked, but there’s nothing I can do about that. It’s a good thing I showed you the harness today.” 

    “Why, sir?” I asked, curiosity overtaking even my sheepishness at my recent blunder. “Where is this new metahuman?” 

    “In Iran. We’ll have to fly you in, just like you’ve practiced today. Get ready to leave at once.” 

    Mute and I looked at each other.  

    I gulped. 
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    I really do hate flying so very much. 

    The air whistled past my ears. My stomach felt like it was constantly falling out of the back of my body, like the most intense point of a rollercoaster ride, but I tightened my diaphragm and forced down the vomit that threatened to rise in my gullet. We’ve practiced this, I reminded myself. We just hadn’t had a chance to practice as much as I would have liked. 

    The air was filled with dust and below us was sand. As well as my black leather Miracle Force uniform I wore a helmet with a visor to keep it all out. 

    Did Mute have to wear a cape? Even over the noise of the rushing air and through the helmet, I could hear it flapping around above me, strapped as I was underneath Mute in a harness. He had claimed it would help him steer somehow, but I was convinced that he just wore it for show, to look more like a superhero.  

    I tried to ignore the flapping of Mute’s cape and searched in the swirling browns and yellows below us as they got rapidly closer. It was hard to make anything out in the hilly landscape except sand and dirt. But then I spotted a long dark rectangle, unnaturally straight, which seemed to be moving, throwing up a cloud of dust behind. 

    {There’s the target!} I said to Mute over our telepathic link. He wouldn’t have been able to hear me if I spoke with my mouth anyway. 

    {I see it!} said Mute in my mind.  

    The path of our descent shifted as he steered us towards the train telekinetically. I pushed down another wave of nausea. The single rectangle expanded into a series; I could discern the individual cars.. 

    {Weakling, Mute.} That was Abram’s voice in my mind over the link which Mute had created. He was a long way up above us in the helicopter we had just jumped out of. It was still unnerving being spoken to telepathically at a distance, but I didn’t have time to be freaked out by that now. {I want you both to remember your training. Your first live mission is now underway. I know I can count on you, boys. I’m sure this mission will be a great success.} 

    {Sir yes sir!} we each chanted back in our minds. 

    Before we reached the train I had enough time to gulp inside my helmet and think very loudly to myself, Ok, don’t mess this up. 

    {I’m not going to mess this up!} said Mute. {Be quiet and let me concentrate!} 

    {No chatter, please,} said Abram. 

    Whoops, they had heard my thought. I brought my attention back to the present, back to what was immediately going on, just like I’d practiced in training. You had to stay focused on the present when in the link or your background thoughts clogged up the lines of communication. 

    The train was about fifty feet below us now. Mute began to pull up and we lost some of our momentum as we tilted back a little in the air. He’d brought us in so that we hovered over a spot where the cars passed underneath one by one. Now the drop was about ten feet. 

    {Ok, prepare for release!} I said in my mind. 

    I pulled the yellow cord on the right side of my harness. 

    Nothing happened. 

    Panic lanced through me. 

    {What’s going on, Weakling?} said Mute. 

    “The cord won’t work!” I said out loud inside my helmet. Then when I realised he wouldn’t be able to hear me, I thought {The release mechanism is jammed!} 

    {What?} 

    {It’s not working!} 

    {Come on, use your super strength or something!} 

    {I don’t want to break it!} 

    {Quick, or you’ll miss your chance!} 

    I yanked on the cord a couple more times, and nothing happened. I put my full strength into it. The cord ripped out of the harness and I fell down towards the train. 

    “Arrrgh!” I shouted with surprise inside my helmet. 

    I plummeted straight down and slammed spread-eagled onto the roof of the train’s caboose, belly flopping onto it like a pancake onto a frying pan. A metallic clang reverberated around inside my helmet. 

    I lifted my head up. Right away, the rush of air running over the top of the train shoved me backwards, billowing around me. I went back heels-over-head and scrambled about madly as it pushed me off the rear end of the train, flailing my limbs around. My hand caught the top rung of the ladder on the caboose. The rest of my body kept moving but then arced round the pivot of my grip so that I crashed into the solid metal back of the train, holding on tight to the ladder.  

    Any chance of a surreptitious landing had evaporated. 

    Damn, I thought to myself. Only it wasn’t just to myself, was it? 

    {Boys, what’s going on down there?} said Abram over the mind-link. {The video feed made it look like you botched the landing!} Abram was watching from a helicopter miles up in the air by means of an extremely powerful camera. Lucky Abram. 

    {I’m alright!} I said. Then {I mean, we’re fine, sir!} I tried to sound calm and together in my mind, which was difficult. {I’ve made it on to the train. We just had a little...teething problem with the release mechanism is all!} 

    Mute floated down to the roof of the caboose above me. His helmet peeked over the end of it to look at me. {Are you alright?} 

    {Never mind that, soldiers,} said Abram. There was a small note of irritation in his voice, all the more noticeable because it was so rare. {Continue with your mission!}  

    Obeying, I made my way down the ladder rung by rung, taking care not to fall off when the train wobbled and juddered since I wasn’t strapped onto Mute any more. I came down onto a small walkway that stuck out of the back of the train. In the back of the caboose was a steel door. Thankfully it had no window, or else I’m sure the passengers inside would be staring out of it trying to work out what had just bounced off their roof. I tried the handle. 

    {Door’s locked,} I said over the link. I was breathing fast. What was I meant to do in this situation? I tried to make a good decision. I really didn’t want to mess this up. {I’ll have to rip it off.} 

    Mute joined me on the platform. {Wait!} He put out his hands. He looked dumb in his helmet. It was just a little bit too big for him, making him look a spindly robot with an oversized head. Not that I was one to talk. {Let me locate the target telepathically first,} he said. {I’m going to break the link for a moment.} 

    With the mind link broken I couldn’t help but let one of my own thoughts pop up loudly into my mind. Oh yeah, that’s right, he’s meant to do that first… You silly weakling. Come on, keep it together, Lolo, you can do this! My inner bully and champion jostled with each other. Around us, the dust and dirt of the Middle Eastern desert continued to rush past. Mute just stood still apparently staring at the back of the door of the train, his cape still flapping around him. I couldn’t see what his eyes or expression were doing inside his helmet. 

    {Ok, I’ve found her,} said his voice in my mind all of a sudden. {The people in this nearest carriage were scared by the noise of you bouncing on the roof but they couldn’t see anything out of the windows so they’ve calmed down. I think they’ve decided it was a bird.} Mute didn’t know Arabic or any of the other local languages so he couldn’t understand the inner monologues of anyone on the train not thinking in English. He could however mind-read feelings and images. Those were universal languages. {There’s someone in the front carriage though who’s scared nearly out of her mind. Actually her mind keeps shifting in and out of focus, like she’s half there and half not. That’s got to be her.} 

    Of course she would have to be in the front car, I thought, forgetting that the link was back on.  

    {I said that’s enough chatter, please!} said Abram’s voice. {Well done, Mute. Now proceed with bringing in the target! I want you in and out of there as quickly as possible, as safely as possible!} 

    {Sorry sir! Yes sir!} We took off our helmets and they tumbled in the passing desert, along with our para-harness. Mute’s pasty face and red hair shone in front of me. He looked stupid in his flapping black cape, now a completely redundant addition to our dark Miracle Force leathers, but I managed not to think that too loudly—I hoped.  

    I took a deep breath and a firm grip on the door handle. “Ready?” I said out loud. 

    Sweat glittered on his brow but he gave me a tight-lipped nod. 

    “On three then. One...two...three!” 

    I tugged on the door handle against the resistance of its lock and the door opened with a crack of metal. I tugged a little too hard, though, and the whole door came away in my hand with a snap.  

    “Whoops...” I flung the door off the train behind me, the same way our helmets had gone. 

    From inside the car people screamed and shouted at us.   

    “Go go go!” I yelled, out of panic as much as assertiveness, I didn’t know which. 

    I ran down the aisle of the train hoping that Mute was following me. People backed away and cowered from us, holding their hands up to protect themselves and getting as close as they could to the walls of the car. 

    One tall bulky man was brave enough to stand in my way and hold up a palm to try to stop me in my tracks, his eyebrows bending inwards in noble outrage. “Tw’qaf!” he said in a language I didn’t understand.  

    I didn’t have time to stop so as I ran past him I merely brushed him to one side with a hand like I was fending off in a football game. The man landed on his ass in the space between a seat and the floor and cried out with surprise.  

    “Sorry!” I called over my shoulder in a language I didn’t know if he understood. Mute was keeping pace with me. 

    Thankfully the doors between the cars were not locked so I only had to open the first one I came to before sprinting down the length of the next car. I still managed to break off the handle of the next door by accident though. I dropped it on the floor as we continued to race down the train, trailing chaos in our wake. 

    {Stop, she’s in this one!} said Mute in my mind after we passed through a fifth door. 

    I halted suddenly in my tracks and Mute crashed into the back of me. I stayed in place but Mute glanced off me and fell to one side.  

    {Ouch! Be careful!} he said as he scrambled back to his feet and stood by me. 

    {Have you found her, boys?} said Abram over the link. 

    {Just identifying her now, sir.} I took in the passengers in this car properly for the first time. There were women, men, children sitting inside on the grey metal seats. These looked less surprised, probably because they hadn’t heard something land on the roof or seen me rip off the back door of the train, but they cocked their heads in puzzlement at the two foreigners clad in black leather, one in a cape, who had just entered all the same. They began to call out and ask us things. A man with a thick moustache dressed in a blue uniform and carrying a machine on a strap around his neck called particularly loudly. When we didn’t respond, he switched language. “Where do you come from? You have tickets?”  

    I ignored him, scanning the other passengers, trying to recall the mission briefing and the relevant parts of what I had learned over the last few months. The women inside the train were wearing a variety of different Muslim dress. 

    “Which one is she, Mute?” I asked. 

    {Hold on…} Mute kept silence for a few moments longer. He must be trying to lock on to the target’s mind. The questions and protests of the passengers were getting louder. {There—it’s her!} he said all of a sudden, pointing at one of the women half way down the car who was sat by herself and dressed in a black burqa, covering her whole body. When she saw us pointing her eyes stretched wide in the slit of her burqa like twin full moons against the shadow of the black cloth. 

    Clearly knowing she’d been identified, the woman stood up. Oh no! She was about to use her powers! 
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    “Wait!” I said loudly, holding up my hand in plea.  

    According to our briefing this woman most likely understood English.  

    “Please, we’re not here to hurt you! We’re from the United Nations! We know you’re on the run from your government. We’re here to take you to a safe place where you’ll be protected!” 

    The woman remained rooted to the spot, frozen still. For a moment the image of her body seemed to flicker in the air. The other passengers continued to call out at us. The ticket man continued to shout. 

    “How do I know that I can trust you?” she said at last over the din in precise English with a thick Middle Eastern accent. 

    I racked my brain for what to say, trying to remember the briefing. The ticket man was right in my face now, waving his arms and getting red in the cheeks, but I pushed him gently to one side and spoke over him. “We know your name is Amina Amari. We know you’re on the run from the Iranian government. We know you have powers.” That wasn’t enough, I could see from the terror still in her eyes. I needed something more. Come on, Weakling! “You can trust us because we’re not going to force you to come with us. But if you want to be safe, Miss, I strongly recommend that you do come with us.”  

    I didn’t know where the words had come from but there they were. My training must be paying off. I could tell they had hit home because her brown eyes relaxed a little and Mute said {Nice one, Weakling!} in my mind.  

    But then the woman frowned again and the fear in her eyes returned as she looked past me. I saw something reflected in them—a glimmer of metal. 

    “Get down!” I yelled. I shoved Mute to the floor behind me with one hand and turned as bullet fire sprayed into the car, flashes and bangs filling the doorway by which we had come in. 

    Bullets bounced off my chest, my arms, my head. I shut my eyes on instinct, feeling them thud into me and then fall to the ground like insects bouncing off my body.  

    The gunfire stopped.  

    I swayed a little where I stood. It’s never fun being shot at. 

    I opened my eyes. In front of me, just inside the door, were four men. They were dressed in a variety of clothing—a traditional flowing ‘thobe’ garment in white and red, two grey business suits, and one in shorts and a white T-shirt. But they all wore black balaclavas on their heads and pointed AK-47s in my direction. Their eyebrows compressed in puzzlement. This seemed all too familiar. 

    Terrible screams filled my ears as my hearing came back. Some of the passengers had been hit. The ticket man was lying face down on the floor, a pool of deep red seeping out from under his abdomen. 

    Oh my God. I had never seen anyone be shot before. 

    This was all going wrong. “Mute, how did you miss these people?” was the first thing I thought to say. 

    {I’m sorry!} whimpered Mute in my mind. He was kneeling on the ground with his hands over his head. {I was looking for fear and superpowers, not guns and murderousness!} 

    But there wasn’t time to be scared or to blame people now. Innocents were dying. Fury rose in my chest.  

    {What’s going on down there, boys?!} came Abram’s voice, urgent and concerned. 

    I barely heard Mute explain to him what was going on because at that moment I charged the gunmen. I ran full tilt at them. 

    “MURDERERS!” I shouted, seeing red, forgetting all of my training in a moment. I put my arms up in front of me on reflex to make myself seem big and scary. 

    As I ran towards them the masked men open-fired on me again, unloading more bullets at my chest. I hardly registered them.  

    The nearest man kept on shooting at me right up until I reached him and he was firing at point blank. His eyes doubled in size as I grabbed his gun, wrenched it from his hands and smashed him in the face with it. He hit the floor hard. Gunshots were still going off. The next nearest gunman stepped to one side and carried on shooting, switching to aiming at my head. Blam blam blam! It was like somebody was jabbing the side of my forehead over and over with their finger. I was lucky he didn’t hit me in the eyes. I roared with irritation and stepped towards him, backhanding him across the head with the first man’s gun. This one slammed into the train window, leaving a spider-web of cracks in it, then sank to the ground. 

    The gunfire stopped again. I span on my heel. Where had the other two gunmen gone? 

    Shit, I thought as the red tint to my vision slowly subsided and the rest of the world came back. 

    The gunman in the shorts and T-shirt was standing facing me with one arm in a hold around Mute’s neck and the other pressing a gun to his temple. Mute clutched the man’s arm with two hands, his face white as a sheet of paper as he shivered speechless with terror. The other remaining gunman, one of the ones in a business suit, stood next to him, pointing his own weapon at me. A number of bodies were strewn around the floor, limbs poking out from underneath seats. The floor was covered in splashes of blood. The passengers who were still alive were unable to restrain their sobs and wails as they stood in a ring around the walls of the car, their backs and the flats of their hands pressed up against it, looking on in horror and crying. 

    {Weakling, status report!} shouted Abram’s voice in my mind. Mute was still managing to maintain the link. I guessed now it was his only hope of survival. 

    {The gunmen have taken Mute hostage!} I thought as loudly as I could, staring at them. {I took out two but there are still two left!} 

    {Where is the target?} demanded Abram. {Can you still identify the target?} 

    {Never mind the target sir, they’ve got Mute!} 

    {Never mind Mute, get the target!} Abram was livid inside my mind. This was all so surreal. {That’s an order, soldier! Can you see the target?} 

    “Rrr,” I growled. Why did he care so much about the ‘target’ when Mute was in trouble? Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to look left and right at the passengers still in the car, trying to pick out the woman with the burqa again. There were still four women standing in burqas, but I couldn’t tell if any of them was our target. Everyone seemed to have rearranged themselves. 

    “Which one of you is the lady I was just talking with?” I asked. 

    I didn’t get a reply, only more sobs and shivers. 

    {Negative, sir,} I made myself say over the link. {I’ve lost her.}  

    The gunman holding Mute continued to stare me down. “Shut up!” he said to me. He too had a foreign accent, but it didn’t sound Middle Eastern, more Eastern European. No time to dwell on that now. “Put your hands behind your head! You move one muscle and I will shoot this one!”  

    I put my hands behind my head like he asked. I wasn’t worried about the other man’s gun trained at my head; I was worried about his gun which was trained at Mute’s. 

    {Weakling, the priority is the target!} commanded Abram in my mind. {Find the target! Mute can take care of himself!} 

    {Are you sure, sir?} I thought back, eyes fixed on Mute’s ghost-white face. {He looks pretty distressed…} 

    {Locate the target, Weakling! That is an order!} 

    “Good,” said the gunman with Mute, apparently thinking that I was complying with him by not doing anything. “Now, you show us: Which one is the woman you have been sent here to collect?” 

    They knew about our mission! How did they know about our mission? My eyes flicked around the car again, snatching glimpses of the cowering, whimpering passengers, since both Abram and the gunman were asking me to do the same thing now. I really couldn’t spot her anywhere. 

    {Mute, is the target still in here?} 

    {I-I-I’m not sure!} Even inside my head Mute’s voice was squeaky and tremulous. {It’s h-h-hard to concentrate right now! I can’t sense her thoughts but that doesn’t mean she’s not here!} 

    “I don’t know where she is!” I said out loud. “We lost her when you bastards came in here and started shooting at everyone!” 

    “I am not believing you,” said the gunman with a sneer. “You tell us which one she is or your friend here dies.” 

    I looked at Mute. His eyes were glassy. {Gonzalo, please!} he said in my mind. {This guy is prepared to shoot me, he’s not bluffing! I don’t know if I can get out of this! I’ve never stopped a bullet before! My TK isn’t strong enough yet!} 

    I didn’t waste any time asking how he’d found out my real name. {Can’t you just TK yourself out of his reach?} 

    {I don’t know! I’m bleeding from my leg and his grip is really tight! And I’m...I’m scared, Gonzalo! I’ve only ever dealt with criminals with knives before, never guns! I don’t want to die! Help me, please!}  

    I looked at Mute’s leg. Shit, he really was bleeding from a wound in his thigh. What should I do? If I make a dash for it he’ll shoot Mute before I get to him. Think, Weakling, think! Ok, shooting Mute will only be their last resort; if they shoot him they have nothing to threaten me with... 

    Just then the second gunman made an exasperated sound and walked up to one of the women standing near us at the edge of the car who was wearing a burqa, lifting his gun to her head. The woman and a few people around her screamed. 

    The second gunman shouted something and the screams subsided, replaced again by barely stifled sobs. He looked at me. “Is it this one? Is it this one you are searching for?” This guy did sound Middle-Eastern. 

    The woman looked at me too and I studied her eyes, trying to focus long enough over the sound of my own pounding heartbeat in my head. This woman had blue eyes. But the eyes of the woman I had spoken with had been brown. 

    “No, that’s not her,” I breathed with relief. 

    Blam! Blood and other things I couldn’t name splattered the window of the train as the gunman shot the woman in the head at point blank range. A small hole appeared in the window too and the roar of the air rushing past outside the train grew louder. 

    “NO!” I shouted over the screams and made to run at the second gunman, but the first one shouted “Stop!” and jammed his gun harder into the side of Mute’s head, thrusting him out towards me with his other arm in warning. 

    I stopped myself. He shot her! The bastard shot her! “Ok, ok!” I said. “Don’t shoot any more people! I’ll tell you which one she is!” 

    {Weakling, get to the target!} Abram was back in my mind. {Find her now!} 

    I wished Abram would get out of my head. This was a disaster. My first live mission and it was a complete disaster. A disaster and a horrible nightmare. People were dying. And my friend was in trouble. I wasn’t ready for this. I needed to get out of this situation. I needed to do something. 

    My mind raced. Desperate to avoid any more deaths, I chose the lady in a burqa who was farthest away in the car, standing by herself right at the back. I pointed past the first gunman and Mute, right at her. “That one,” I said, trying to inject a note of helplessness into my voice. It wasn’t too difficult. “I think it’s her. Could you bring her closer so I can check to be sure?” 

    The two gunmen had a quick, angry conversation in what sounded like Russian. The one with Mute gestured with a tilt of his head. The second gunman narrowed his eyes at me, but then he started walking slowly towards the back of the car, towards the woman, his gun still pointed at me as he went. 

    I’d bought us a bit of time.  

    {Well done, Weakling,} said Abram in my mind. {Now just focus on retrieving the target. Mute will be just fine.} 

    I looked at my teammate, locked in the grip of the terrorist. He really didn’t look fine. And they really were prepared to shoot people at point blank. I ground my teeth. 

    {Mute, can you shut Abram out of the link?} I thought. 

    {What?} thought back Mute. {Why?} 

    {Trust me! Just do it!} 

    {Excuse me?!} came Abram’s voice. {What did you just say? How dare you, Gonzalo! Don’t you even thi—} His voice cut off. Mute must have disconnected him. 

    {Thanks,} I said in my mind. My mind calculated, working at double speed. {Ok, Mute, here’s my plan. You can’t use your TK to stop a bullet, but you can use it to nudge your gunman’s hand away from your head, right?}  

    {I don’t know!} Mute’s voice was hysterical. {Maybe?! He’s pretty strong and he’s pressing the gun really quite hard against my head! You know my TK doesn’t work very well on things that aren’t me! I’m scared and I don’t know if I can concentrate enough right now!} 

    {Mute,} I thought as calmly as I could, {can you do it or not? Your life depends on this.} Where was this confidence coming from? 

    By now the second gunman had reached the lady in the burqa I had chosen at the back of the car. He shouted something and, trembling, the lady stepped forward a few paces. The gunman took his place behind her, pointing his gun at her back. He said something else and the pair of them began to walk slowly back down the length of the car, towards me. 

    {Quick, Mute! What’s your answer?} 

    {Alright, alright! I can do it! I should be able to move his hand a bit if I put all of my effort into it! But it’ll only work for a moment until he realises what’s happening and pushes back against me!} 

    {A moment. That’s all I need.} 

    {What are you going to do?!} 

    The second gunman and the woman had passed the first and Mute by now. The woman was about five paces in front of me and gunman number two was standing behind her, the barrel of his weapon pointed at the back of her head. 

    {Don’t worry about me. Push his hand away on ‘three’. Ready? One…} 

    “Is this her?” said the gunman holding Mute. “You tell me now or we will shoot her too!” 

    I squinted, trying to feign curiosity. “Could you come just a little closer?” I said out loud. “I need to see the colour of her eyes.” 

    {Two…} 

    {Gonzalo, I’m not sure about this! I don’t know if I can move this guy’s hand!} 

    The second gunman grunted and prodded the gun barrel into the lady’s back. As she took another step forward, I had just enough time before I thought the next number to notice the colour of her eyes: brown, with a hint of silver. 

    {Three!} 

    I sprang off my feet full tilt towards the woman in front of me, aiming to tackle her to safety on the floor. As I did so, the air around her shimmered like heat from an exhaust on a hot day and the woman disappeared from view. Gunfire sounded. I fell flat on my face.  

    I jumped up again quick as I could. The second gunman clutched his chest and looked down in confusion at where it had been punctured, then collapsed to the floor.  

    Behind Mute the first gunman’s eyebrows were scrunched up in puzzlement at his outstretched hand which had just shot his colleague. But then he shoved Mute to the floor and pointed his gun at his head again, about to shoot... 

    I had misjudged the manoeuvre. I wasn’t going to make it in time to save him. 

    Something hit the gunman hard in the face and his shot went wide, missing Mute’s head and going into the floor of the train.  

    The woman in the burqa had reappeared behind him. 

    Wasting no time, I charged forwards and made it to the man before he could get off another shot, driving my knuckles into the side of his face. It felt good. He rebounded from the blow then kept going and fell to the floor. 

    I kept going too. I leapt on top of the man and knelt on his arms with his chest underneath me. I hit him in the face again and again, right, left, right, left, only holding back enough not to turn his skull to pulp so that I could keep hitting him. Hot fury filled my lungs.  

    I shouted a word with each new blow. “I’ll! Teach! You! To! Threaten! My! Friend! And! Kill! Innocent! People! You! Filthy! Low! Life! Bullying! Piece! Of!—”  

    “STOP!” someone yelled. 

    For the third time that day I came to my senses. This time everyone in the car was stunned silent. All I could hear was the noise of the air streaming past outside and through the hole in the window.  

    It was the woman in the burqa who had yelled at me to stop. “Please,” she said in her accented English, “you have done enough. He is unconscious.” 

    I looked at her eyes behind her veil. Her pupils had fully dilated, big and black with terror. Or was that horror? 

    I looked down at the man. His face was a mess of blood, but I had just about left it intact. What had come over me? 

    The train’s horn sounded over the rush of air coming through the hole in the window. It must be arriving at a station. Who knew what would await us there if we hung around? 

    {Come on, Weakling, quick, let’s get out of here!} said Mute in my mind. He had got to his feet, shaking. 

    I got up too. “Will you come with us?” I said to the woman in the burqa. 

    She hesitated a moment, glanced at the gunmen on the floor. “Yes, I will come,” she said eventually. “Hold on to me; I will take us away from here.” She held out her hands for us to grab on to. 

    Mute took one of her hands. 

    I looked round at the passengers. Their stunned silence had broken now. Some of them were sitting rocking back and forth or with their heads in their hands. Some were wailing loud and high, cradling the heads of their loved ones and moaning with grief. Some, now that the gunmen had been incapacitated, ran from the car and out of the door. I wanted to say something to them to comfort them, to reassure them, to apologise to them, but I had no idea what to say to them. There was nothing I could say. I looked away from them. 

    I took hold of the other hand of the woman—our ‘target’—with Mute. Her palm was small and moist. As the creak of the train’s brakes began to sound, the air around us shimmered and my stomach lurched sideways. 

    Then all at once we were in the dust of the desert, stumbling and rolling down a rocky incline as we arrived with a bumpy landing somewhere that was nowhere near the train. 
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    “Let’s talk about how your first mission went on the train in Iran.” 

    I sat on a straight-backed chair in Abram’s office on the top floor of The Base. It was a bit like being called in to see the Principal at school. That had only ever happened to me once when Bill Jackson had broken his fist on my face. It was a bit like that, only if you had recently flown back from the Middle East with the Principal in a private jet.  

    Oh, and it was way more scary. 

    It shouldn’t have been, but it was. Abram sat in a tall, brown leather chair with huge armrests behind a long, wide mahogany desk. There was nothing on the desktop except for his interlinked fingers, a beautiful silver pen in a holder and a free-standing model globe off to one end.  

    The blue and white of the UN flag, a world map encircled in a laurel wreath, was draped over most of the wall behind him. There were no windows—we were still underground, effectively in the sub-basement of the UN headquarters—but the other walls were hung with fancy-looking paintings, much like the ones that adorned the corridors elsewhere in The Base. Two free-standing lamps in each of the far corners lit the room warmly. 

    It was my turn to talk.  

    I swallowed my saliva. “Er, ok, then…I mean, ‘yes sir’.” 

    Come on Gonzalo, don’t be such a weakling, I thought. He’s on your side, remember... 

    When he didn’t speak again but just continued to look at me calmly, I ventured “How do you think it went then, sir?” 

    Abram let out a long sigh. Uh oh. “Well, to tell you the truth, Gonzalo,” he said eventually, “I’m quite disappointed in you.” 

    I stuck my hands underneath my thighs. I could feel my whole body tensing. Don’t cry.  

    “Let’s review what happened, shall we?” Abram went on. He held my gaze steadily, but it was all I could do not to tear my eyes away and stare at my feet. “Your first objective was to locate a female metahuman, name of Amina Amari, by infiltrating a train traveling from Tehran to Tabriz. So far, so good. Apart from a few hiccups with the landing procedure, you undertook the first part of the mission excellently. Well done.” 

    Oh. That wasn’t so bad. “Er...thank you?” I risked. 

    Abram smiled at me without opening his mouth. “Yes,” he said. “Then what happened? Tell me.” 

    I hated it when teachers did this. 

    I had no choice but to obey. “Then some other people caught up to us on the train, sir.” I paused. “I guess they were from Viper?” 

    “Correct,” said Abram without batting an eyelid. 

    “...okay. Yeah, so then some Viper terrorists caught up to us on the train and started shooting people. I suppose they must have gotten hold of the same intel that tipped us off about the metahuman appearance...?”  

    “Also correct. Then what did you do?”  

    “I, er, engaged them...” I had been practicing my military speak in my lessons at The Base lately. I said ‘engaged them’ when really I had just ‘run at them waving my hands around and shouting loudly’.  

    I paused again, unable to stop myself from wincing at what was coming next. 

    “Mm-hmm,” said Abram. “And then what happened, Gonzalo?” 

    “Well, sir, then a situation developed where we no longer knew the location of the woman...I mean, the metahuman, and where...Mute was taken hostage by the terrorists.” 

    I stopped there. Please don’t make me say it, I thought. This is hard enough. I rubbed my arm. 

    “And then what happened?” said Abram. 

    I licked my top lip and tried to gather the words. “Then, sir…then I took action in order to rescue Mute.” I didn’t stop this time but quickly ran on to my next sentence, trying to avoid giving Abram an opportunity to interrupt me. “In the process the metahuman woman assisted me and extricated us from the sit—”  

    “You deliberately disobeyed me, is what happened!” Abram cut me off, raising his voice a little, his eyes flashing. 

    I jumped in my seat. Now all I could do was look at my feet. I had never seen Abram angry before. I had heard him angry, or at least animated, over the mind link on the mission for the first time, but I had never seen it. I didn’t like it. It was unsettling, like something about the Universe was out of place.  

    But even more than that, Abram’s anger made me feel disappointed in...myself. The thing was, I knew I desperately wanted to please Abram, to do right by him, to make him proud.  

    “I’m sorry, sir…” I said to my shoes. “I...I only did it because I didn’t want Mute to die...” 

    “Be that as it may,” said Abram, “I had ordered you to keep your focus on your primary objective.” His voice returned to its normal soothing pitch, but his words were no less difficult to hear. I clenched my jaw tight and dug my fingernails into the undersides of my thighs as if the pain from that would block out the pain from what he was saying. It didn’t.  

    “I had ordered you,” Abram went on, “to focus on retrieving Amina, and to let Mute worry about himself.” 

    I thought about speaking up in defence of myself to say that Mute had been pleading with me to help him and that I’d judged I might be able to rescue him and still retrieve the woman, but I decided this was not the time. I didn’t want to make things any worse for myself than they already were.  

    “Instead,” Abram went on, “what did you do? You disregarded my order, and not only that, but you actually went so far as to ask Mute to shut me out of the mind link. To shut me, your Commander, out of the one available communication channel.” 

    My cheeks felt like they were wobbling ever so slightly and my eyes threatened to fill with water. Abram’s pitch was still level, but his choice of words made it clear he was furious inside. When you put it like that, it did sound pretty bad, I supposed...  

    Oh God, I realised, he’s going to kick me out of Miracle Force. He’s going to strip me of my rank and send me back to live with my mother forever. There goes my college tuition. There goes my chance of making it with Ali Carter. I can’t believe this is happening. This is a disaster...   

    Abram kept going. “Didn’t you think, Gonzalo, that I knew what I was doing when I gave you your orders? Didn’t you think that I had the situation in hand? You know that Mute’s telekinesis has been getting stronger lately and that it’s stronger when he’s experiencing extreme stress or anxiety. That’s why he was easily able to redirect the terrorist’s shot so that it hit the other gunman instead of his own head.” 

    At that I couldn’t help from looking up just for a moment. 

    “Yes,” said Abram, “I’ve had a full debrief with Mute as well, of course, so I know exactly what happened. Mute was perfectly able to take care of himself, he was just flustered. That’s why I was commanding you to keep focused on your primary objective. By failing to do that, and by encouraging Mute to temporarily shut me out of the mind link, you unknowingly put the whole mission, Mute, Amina, and perhaps even yourself in jeopardy, Gonzalo.” 

    My eyes plunged straight back to my feet. What an idiot. What a moron. What a weakling. It had seemed so much like the right thing to do at the time... 

    A vast silence stretched out between us. In my mind I filled it with more terrified imaginings of what Abram was going to say next and what was going to happen to me. I imagined him slapping me, shouting at me or, worst of all, commanding me to leave Miracle Force forever and then receding into cold indifference. 

    “That’s why,” said Abram, “I considered discharging you from Miracle Force.”  

    Oh God, here it –hold on, what does he mean ‘considered’? 

    I dared to raise my gaze again.  

    “However.” He paused, and my mind filled the huge, yawning moment of silence with all sorts of possibilities for what he was going to say next. “I do acknowledge that this was your debut mission and you are still getting used to seeing live action in the field as well. Therefore, instead of discharging you, I have decided to only temporarily suspend you from active service with Miracle Force. One week’s disciplinary leave, starting today.”  

    I was trembling all over, but I thought I should say something. 

    “Th-thank you, sir,” I stammered. “I won’t let you down again, I promise.” 

    “I know you won’t. But let me also be quite clear. You are on very thin ice here, Gonzalo. I am being quite generous with only giving you one week’s disciplinary leave for this incident. A soldier should always obey their Commander, under any circumstance. If anything even remotely like this ever happens again, you will be off the team.”  

    Relief had been starting to spread through every muscle of my body, but now they tensed again. 

    “Do we understand each other?” said Abram.  

    “Yes sir,” I nodded quickly.  

    “Good. George will drive you home. You will be able to return to The Base to resume training in seven days’ time. Dismissed.” 

    I saluted, and the Commander saluted back. 

    I shut the door behind me and leant back against it, breathing out a heavy sigh. 

    It sounded like I had only narrowly avoided complete expulsion from Miracle Force entirely... That was a close call. I’d nearly lost my place on Miracle Force, my education, my future college tuition, and my way of impressing Ali all one go. 

    I couldn’t slip up like this again. 

    I wouldn’t. 

    All I had to do now was get through my disciplinary leave without doing anything stupid. 
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    This door was big, heavy and made of smoked glass.  

    I took hold of its imposing steel handle and inhaled deeply. Saliva trickled down the back of my throat like I was hungry, except I wasn’t. I wasn’t thirsty either. My stomach was a churning mess of nausea.  

    I don’t want to do this.  

    I held the door handle a little longer, without pushing it. 

    “Yalla, Gonzalo,” said Mom’s voice behind me. (That means ‘let’s go’.) “You can do it. Go on in.” 

    I gritted my teeth and pushed.  

    The door opened onto a large room filled with circular tables draped in white tablecloths. People sat at the tables enjoying pizza, pasta, lasagne; chatting, eating and laughing. A mother spooned bolognese into her toddler’s mouth while he fidgeted in a high chair. An elderly couple peered at their menus, though one of them might have fallen asleep. A family with three elementary school-age girls flicked meatballs at each other when they thought that the waiters weren’t looking. 

    “Ah, there he is, in the corner,” said Mom, barging past me and pointing. “Oh, I’m so excited for you to meet him again.” 

    ‘Again’? What does she mean ‘again’? She hadn’t used that word before... 

    Mom signalled to a waitress and shot forward. Reluctantly, I followed.  

    At the table Mom moved towards a lone man sat facing the window, his back to the restaurant entrance, studying a menu.  

    I couldn’t recognise him from the back of his head. He had black but greying hair, cropped close at the back as if he had recently had a haircut. He was dressed in a smart black suit-jacket with understated shoulder pads. I don’t want to do this. I didn’t want to meet my Mom’s new boyfriend now, I didn’t want to be on ‘disciplinary leave’ from Miracle Force. I wanted to re-join Mute and meet Amina properly. But that hadn’t happened yet. Instead I wasn’t allowed back in to the Base for a whole week. Now it was like I had been suspended from there as well.  

    “Alistair!” said Mom. “Alistair, we’re here.”  

    Alistair? I thought. What sort of a stupid dorky name is ‘Alistair’? It wasn’t Hebraic or Hispanic. I didn’t know an ‘Alistair’. Or so I thought. 

    On hearing my Mom the man started, then stood up and turned to receive us. 

    “Ah, Deborah. And hello again, Gonzalo.” 

    Wrinkles lined his face and nearly-blue bags sat under his eyes. His skin was pale, though it had gained some colour since the first time I had met him. His clothes were completely different though. In addition to the jacket he also wore a jet-black shirt with black buttons, the top one undone, black corduroy trousers and shiny black shoes. 

    “Dr Black!?” I said, not in greeting or description but exclamation. 

    “The very same.” He smiled and offered me his hand. “I’m glad you remember me, Gonzalo.” 

    What the hell? My Mom is going out with Dr Black? My hospital doctor?! 

    Dazed, I took his hand and he shook it. His grip was firm and strong, even to my invulnerable hand, if a little clammy. “Please,” he said, gesturing to the two vacant places set at the table, “have a seat, both of you.”  

    As I took my place on bewildered autopilot, Mom said “Shalom, Alistair,” and gave Dr Black a little peck on the lips before taking her own seat.  

    I was dumbstruck. I felt like Mute must feel all the time. I hadn’t been expecting this.  

    To be honest I’m not sure what I had been expecting. Mom had never had any other boyfriends since my Dad—at least not that I knew of, anyway. I thought maybe he would be a businessman from her work or someone from her writing group or something like that. 

    Not...my doctor?! 

    For a moment they both just looked at me, either because they didn’t know what to say or because they were trying to gauge my reaction, waiting to see what I was going to say. 

    “What…?” I said lamely after a while. “How...? When…? Where...? Why?!” 

    Dr Black took the lead. “Gonzalo…” Oh, so we were on first name terms now all of a sudden? It had been all ‘Mr Lopez’ when he had seen me in his consulting room—strictly professional. “...I know it’s never easy meeting your parent’s new partner for the first time. If you can believe me, I really do know…”  

    I struggled to pay attention to what he said because I was busy taking him in, analysing him, putting to use some of the training I had received at The Base. Now that he was here, he needed more analysing than the first time I had met him.  

    He was old but I guessed now that he looked extra old because of tiredness and overwork. If you mentally subtracted those from the wrinkles around his mouth and eyes he was probably late middle-aged—so not old old, but still way older than my Mom. He had quiffed up the front of his grey-black hair a bit with hair gel, probably to try to look younger. Instead, it made him look stupid.  

    I tuned back in to what he was saying. “...you see, ever since that day when you came to see me at the hospital,” Dr Black went on, “I’ve been very taken with your mother. She’s a remarkable woman, you know.”  

    He looked sideways at Mom for a moment and a smile appeared at the corner of his mouth. Ugh.  

    “After that first appointment,” Dr Black carried on, “I asked your mother out on a date. It wasn’t a breach of conduct because she wasn’t my patient.” His voice sounded...educated. It also sounded like he was working hard to convince himself of what he was saying, let alone me... 

    Hold on. My brain suddenly caught up with something that Dr Black had said a moment ago, when he had first started talking to me. I turned to Mom who was nervously playing with a bread roll. She looked up at me. 

    “Partner?” I said.  It came out shocked, but I couldn’t help that.  

    “Now, Gonzalo,” said Mom, taking over, spreading her fingers on the tablecloth like she was adopting a defensive stance, “Alistair and I have been on quite a few dates now and we have grown very...fond of each other.” One of her hands crept along the tablecloth, and then his appeared and rested over it like a big, wrinkly spider. What did he think he was doing? 

    “It’s been a good six months now,” said Dr Black, “since that first appointment, so we’ve had a good deal of time to get to know one another.”  

    “We’re serious about our relationship,” said Mom. She squeezed his hand. “Serious enough that I knew we had to tell you.” 

    I thought I might have a vomiting episode. This was even worse than jumping out of a plane strapped to a telekinetic teenager.  

    For a moment I just stared at them and nobody said anything. Mom and Dr Black glanced at each other. They were watching to see how I was going to respond.  

    I just felt...sick. This man didn’t belong here with us. Mom wasn’t meant to see other men. If she was ever going to have another romantic relationship with anyone, it was going to be when she got back together with my Dad after he came to his senses and saw the error of his ways. The errors of his ways. 

    When I didn’t say anything, Mom came out with “I’m glad that you’re handling this maturely, Gonzalo. In fact…” She paused. Oh no. She thought this was going well. She had built up momentum. She was going to drop some other kind of bombshell. “In fact, Alistair and I were actually thinking of moving in with each other,” Mom finished. 

    It was like I had been hit in the forehead with an invisible sledgehammer, strong enough to cause even me pain.  

    I didn’t reel back, but I felt the force of the blow right between my eyes all the same. What I did do was wretch, as tickly acid rose in my gullet. My cheeks puffed out in anticipation of hurling, but then I managed to force the vomit down again with a gulp. It stang on the way back but it didn’t come up again. For now. The room span a little. 

    “I…” I said. “I…” I didn’t know what to say. 

    “Please don’t worry,” Mom followed up quickly. “We won’t do anything quickly, and you’ll be involved in the decision whenever the move happens.” 

    I just sat open-mouthed like a moron. I didn’t know where to look. This was all so big. So sudden. I wanted to go back to The Base. How could Mom be making these decisions so quickly? 

    Mom must have seen that I was struggling. “Lolo,” she said, “I know this is very big news, and I’m sorry I took a long time to summon up the courage to tell you, but Alistair and I are both adults and the truth is...well, we’re in love.” She glanced at him and that disgusting smile appeared on their faces again. “I know it’s very sudden, but, like Alistair says, we have both grown very fond of each other in, yes, a relatively short space of time, I’ll grant you, but enough time to know that we are serious about one another. Very serious about one another.” 

    My lip was quivering. Stupid lip. 

    “Oh, Gonzalo,” Mom said, more pity in her voice than reproach, “what did you think; that your poor old mother would never get into another relationship after your good-for-nothing father left us by ourselves?” 

    Yes! I wanted to say. That’s exactly what I thought, Mom! Instead I said: nothing. 

    Oh God. A memory had come to me. The first night I had met Abram, in the car, on the phone to my Mom in the background I had heard...giggles. They weren’t living together yet, but she had been seeing lots of him over the past few months, according to what they were saying. But I hadn’t thought about just how much she had seen of him, until now. I had pushed the phone call out of my mind, but it meant they had probably spent the night together, which meant they had probably... Urgh! Ewww! Gross! I couldn’t even think about it now! Another wave of nausea rose up in my stomach, and this time it was joined by something else: anger. They tussled for a moment in my gut; then the anger won. 

    “Don’t call my Dad ‘good-for-nothing’,” I said, managing to keep my voice just low enough to not be noticed over the restaurant hubbub. “He may have left us by ourselves, he may be a shitty father, he may be a serial womaniser, but at least he has some backbone! Not like this half-shrivelled-up, creepy, pasty old white guy!  

    “No offence,” I added to Dr Black, turning my head to him for a moment. 

    “None taken,” said Dr Black, shutting his eyes for a moment like a jackass. 

    “Gonzalo!” Mom said. She took a deep breath, then quietened her voice again. “That was very rude of you. Please apologise to Alistair at once.” 

    “No,” I said. 

    “It’s OK, Deborah,” said Dr Black. 

    “What?” I said.  

    “No, it isn’t!” said Mom. 

    “Honestly, it is,” said Dr Black. 

    “Er, excuse me, but are you ready to order?” 

    The three of us looked up from our argument.  

    A teenage waitress in an apron and cap was standing next to our table with her notepad out. A blonde ponytail stuck out the back of her cap. I silently thanked the God I was at this moment rapidly losing belief in that I didn’t recognise her from school. 

    We ordered with laboured calmness. I just pointed at something random on the menu. A pizza or something. I didn’t even look at it properly. I was pretty sure Mom did the same thing. Once she’d taken our order, the waitress walked away in silence. 

    We all looked at each other again, wondering who would be the one to shoot next.  
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    Mom got there first.  

    “Gonzalo, I know that this cannot be easy for you, but this is all part of growing up. For a long time, I know, it’s been just me and you: my little Lolo.” She tried out the patronising tone that Dr Black had taken a moment ago. “But you need to accept that, as well as your mother, I am also a woman with needs and desires, and that there is another man in my life now…”  

    After she said those words, I just stared into space in front of me. It sounded completely ridiculous. It sounded like someone else was saying it who wasn’t my Mom. It sounded like I was listening to some actress playing my Mom in a movie version of my life. She wasn’t playing the part very well. This couldn’t actually be happening.  

    Mom must have mistaken my silence for acceptance rather than disorientation, because she kept going. 

    “After all,” Mom went on, “it’s only natural that I would start to look for another relationship eventually, Gonzalo. You’ve been growing up so fast, before I know it you will have left home! It was time for me to start thinking about myself again.” With this she gave Dr Black another warm smile, as if this was something they had rehearsed before. “And you’ve been so preoccupied with your own life recently, soon there will be no room left in it for your silly old Momma... You are a busy boy, Gonzalo, and things have been going so well for you lately, you have been doing so well at the—” 

    Just before she said it I leapt into life to stop her from doing something even more disastrous. 

    “At my special school!” I said quickly, cutting Mom off. “Yes, I know!” I let out a small sigh; I had just managed to stop her from giving away confidential information in time. I may have leaked it all to Ali, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to let Mom leak it to anyone else, let alone her slimy new boyfriend ‘Alistair’. I needed to shut this down, fast. “Look Mom,” I said, “can I see you for a moment?” 

    Mom’s head drew back little, like she’d been taken off guard. “What do you mean, Gonzalo? You are seeing me now. We are having lunch.” She pronounced the word lunch out of the corner of her mouth with her teeth clenched, like she was actually saying “Stop being so difficult.” 

    “I know we are, but can I see you for a moment?” I fired back in kind. “You know, somewhere privately?” 

    “You know what,” said Dr Black, standing up from the table all of a sudden, “I think I need to visit the little boy’s room. I may be a little while. We’ve ordered. There’s time. You two have a chat while I’m gone.” 

    “Oh,” said Mom, flushing, “thank you Alistair, that’s very kind. Are you sure that’s alright?” She said it like he was doing the most noble and sacrificial thing in the world by going to take a leak.  

    “Yes,” said Dr Black, “don’t worry, it’s fine, Deborah.” He put his hand back over my mother’s, just for a second, then rubbed her back. Stop touching my Mom! “You two need a moment to talk by yourselves. I completely understand; this is a lot to take in. I’ll be back in five minutes or so.” 

    He turned and walked off towards the restroom.  

    As soon as he had gone Mom hunched over and started whispering intensely to me. “Gonzalo, I know that this is difficult for you, and I love you, but whatever you’re feeling right now, it’s no excuse for being so rude!” 

    I was nearly shaking with righteous fury, but I managed to restrain myself and keep my voice low. “It’s not like you gave me much of a lead-in to this, Mom! You’ve just dumped it all on me all of a sudden!”  

    She paused. “Alright, Lolo, I know. I’ll admit that things have moved quite fast between me and Alistair. But when you’re my age, you don’t want to wait around with these things. We’ve become very serious, so I thought I needed to tell you about it. Before, you know, before we become even more serious…”  

    A thought crossed my mind. It was ridiculous, but I felt so pissed off at Mom right now that I didn’t care. “Well maybe you shouldn’t have told me about your relationship at all! Maybe I was better of not knowing about this! You kept it hidden from me for pretty long anyway, why didn’t you just carry on?” 

    From the way Mom’s brow narrowed I could see that I had pissed her off too. She shifted gear into fast-talking-angry-Jewish-mother mode with record speed. “Well, truth be told, Gonzalo, I am very disappointed in you. Like I said, I had thought that you were starting to grow up. Inviting girls back to our home. No incidents with classmates recently. You have been getting on very well at the...‘special school’ and you’ve even been keeping up with the regular schoolwork your teachers send for you to do by yourself. I thought that you were sensible enough to handle this maturely. But this! This behaviour! Oy… You are embarrassing me. You are putting me to shame. Why can’t you just behave like your normal lovely self and be friendly to Alistair—?” 

    “You’re asking a lot of me, Mom!” I managed to butt in, interrupting the flow. I hoped that was a ‘mature’ kind of thing to say. “I mean, he’s not just a boyfriend, is he? He’s a serious boyfriend. He’s an ‘I might be moving in with him soon’ kind of boyfriend. I mean: what?! It’s all so quick, Mom. Next thing you’re going to tell me that you’re getting engaged!” 

    Mom’s eyes moved left and right for a moment. She had quite a lot of makeup on—blusher and a dash of rouge and even some eye shadow. I guess she was quite pretty. I don’t know! She was my Mom. I wasn’t supposed to be able to tell these things. 

    “And what would be so wrong with us getting engaged?” she said quietly. “It’s not impossible that that could happen soon…” 

    “I don’t believe you!” I erupted. I struggled to keep my voice quiet any longer. “This is crazy! It’s too quick! It’s too soon for you to be getting engaged to someone! And of all the people you had to pick, you picked my worn-out old white man doctor, the one regular guy who knows about my abilities! Why him, Mom?! I mean, he’s not even a little bit Jewish!” 

    “Neither was your father,” Mom said at once. People were looking at us. 

    “That’s besides the point! Why him?! He’s so old!” 

    “Gonzalo, I have told you how our relationship began.” She closed her eyes as she spoke, like Dr Black had done, as if the very sight of me had become offensive. “I got talking with him after your first appointment, and he asked me out on a date. Is that so hard to believe? I used to be quite good-looking, you know, before your father made me lose my looks from stress. I am perfectly entitled to be going on dates. And sure, he may be a little older than me, but that doesn’t matter so much when you’re as old as I am. And he’s a doctor. He’s done very well for himself. Ah—but what am I saying? I don’t need to justify myself to you, my teenage son!” 

    “Arrgh!” I growled with exasperation. Just then a meatball bounced off my neck, thrown by one of the little girls at the neighbouring table, but I barely noticed. “This whole thing is completely ridiculous! I mean, if you’re planning on moving in with him, where are you even planning on living? You could barely fit another person into our apartment!” 

    Mom went back to fidgeting with her napkin. “Well, Alistair’s place is much bigger than ours…”  

    Oh God. She’s spent the night at his place. Yuk. Yuk yuk yuk. 

    “But what about me, Mom?” I said. “You’re expecting me to move into a stranger’s house with you too?” 

    “He’s not a stranger. In time, you’ll grow to love him too, trust me. Or at least like him. It just makes more sense for us to live with him. You’re too young to live on your own away from your parents; I’ve been very clear about that with Mr Abram.” 

    “You have?” I said. “When?” 

    “On the phone. He calls me regularly to update me on your progress, you know. He tried to make the argument to me that you would be better living off at...at the ‘special school’, but I told him that it was best that you stay with me. At least for the time being.” 

    That raised my eyebrows and stopped me in my tracks.  

    A new possibility had opened up to me; no, a whole new world of possibilities. I stared off into the distance again for a moment, contemplating them, imagining living and sleeping at The Base permanently. I’d be living with Mute. And the new woman we’d picked up in Iran, whom I hadn’t met properly yet. When we’d finished the mission she had been whisked away, but Abram had told me I would get to meet her at some point, whenever I got to go back to The Base. And I could train every day. I could eat Miracle Force food every day!  

    Then I came back to reality. Mom still needed telling off for something. 

    “Look, Mom,” I said, “You have to call the The Base a ‘special school’ in front of him too. That’s the main reason why I asked to speak to you in private, actually.” I dropped my voice so nobody else but Mom could hear it, not even the next-door meatball catapultiers. “You can’t mention The Base to Dr Black. He can’t know about it.” 

    “Why not?” said Mom.  

    I ground my teeth. Rrrr. Why was she being so difficult?  

    “After all,” Mom continued, “he knows about your...abilities, as you call them. He was the doctor you first told about them, wasn’t he? He was the one who passed on your details to Mr Abram in the first place. It wouldn’t hurt to tell him, would it?” 

    “Yes it would, Mom. You cannot tell Dr Black about The Base, or Commander Abram, or Miracle Force, or any of it! Do you understand me?” I had made a fist on the table. I stopped myself from hammering it just in time. The whole thing would have smashed to pieces. 

    Mom’s eyes dropped. “Gonzalo... The thing is...I’m sorry, but I already have. I’ve already told him about all of that...” 

    “WHAT?!” I yelled, standing up from the table.  

    It took me a second to realise what I had done.  

    For once Mom went silent. I looked around at the bemused restaurant diners, almost all of whom had stopped their conversations to stare at me, some with forks of food still suspended half-way to their mouths. 

    “Er...sorry…” I said sheepishly to them. “...pardon me. Please, carry on...” 

    I lowered myself back into my chair with a grimace. The other diners went back to their meals but I could tell they had realised our table was not going to calm down anytime soon. They started sneaking glances over at us more often. The couple in the corner were whispering about us, I was sure of it. They kept looking over, and the man had his hand up to cover his mouth. This was not going well. 

    Mom just shut her eyes and shook her head from side to side.  

    Dr Black reappeared. I hadn’t noticed him walking back to the table. He must have seen the whole thing. 

    “Hello again,” he said calmly as he took his seat. “What have I missed?” 

    Nothing, I thought. It sounds like you haven’t missed anything.
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    It felt like everybody in the restaurant was staring at us, at me.  

    I was too embarrassed to say anything so I just sat looking down at the pristine tablecloth, waiting for one of the adults to break the silence. Underneath the embarrassment, my gut had started to twist itself up in rage.  

    How could she have told him about Miracle Force? That’s classified information! It’s meant to be our special secret! How could she break the non-disclosure agreement Abram made her sign? And all for this washed-out middle-aged medic?  

    I felt the anger rising up in me again like boiling liquid beginning to fill up from my stomach, through my torso, into my throat. If it reached the top of my head I wasn’t sure I would be able to contain it. I was tired of holding my feelings in. I was going to have another outburst, I knew it. 

    Thankfully just at that moment the waitress arrived with our food and I was socially obliged to restrain myself for a little while longer.  

    She was older than me and had a stressed out just-doing-this-job-to-pay-for-something-else look around her eyes. Maybe Mom and Dr Black had seen her coming and that was why they had stayed quiet too. 

    “Seafood pizza,” she said, and surprised me when she put down in front of me the pizza that had tunafish, mussels, prawns and even some squid sprinkled on top. Damn it, I thought. I didn’t even like seafood. I should have paid more attention when I was ordering.  

    Mom got a tagliatelle carbonara and Dr Black got a standard old spaghetti bolognese. 

    That was when Mom made her next move. 

    “Ah, you know what?” she said. There was a light quiver in her voice, like she was trying to hold herself back from crying. “Now I need to use the restroom. I won’t be a moment,” she said to Dr Black, ignoring me completely. 

    A tactical retreat. That’s cowardly, I thought. 

    “We’ll wait for you,” said Dr Black kindly. Smarmy prick. 

    “No!” she said, a bit louder than I was expecting. “I mean: no, please, don’t worry. The two of you go ahead and start. This will give you both a chance to get to know each other a bit more...” She hurried off towards the bathrooms, clumsily knocking into her chair on the way. Like mother like son, I guess.  

    What is she doing? She wanted to get away from me, I realised. She must feel ashamed of having told Dr Black about my confidential secrets. 

    I looked at Dr Black. He sat stiff and tense. He looked uncomfortable, like he was having lunch with some kind of alien. “Well, why don’t we start?” he said eventually. He spun himself a forkful of spaghetti, lifted it to his mouth and then slurped it down self-consciously, a few flecks of orange sauce spattering around his mouth. The way he did it made me want to grab his stupid head and smash it facedown into the spaghetti. 

    I held myself back. There was something I really needed to deal with. “Listen, Dr Black,” I said, putting my hands out facing each other on either side of my plate. I couldn’t bring myself to call him ‘Alistair’. I didn’t even bother touching my pizza. “You may have heard some things from my Mom about the...school I’ve been going to recently. You should know that Mom can be quite...imaginative sometimes. She’s very creative. So not everything she’s told you is necessarily true.” 

    Dr Black took another slurp of spaghetti and then allowed his tired, sallow eyes to rest on me. I couldn’t discern any colours in there, just the dark voids of his pupils. Maybe if I looked really carefully or tilted my head a little there was the faintest penumbra of grey around those. 

    “Oh, is that so?” he said. I could tell he was patronising me, while trying to sound like he wasn’t. “Actually...she did mention something along those lines.”  

    “What did she mention?” I demanded at once. “What did she say?” 

    “Oh, just what you’d expect. She only passed on what you’ve told her. But honestly, Gonzalo, you’ve really got nothing to worry about...” He dabbed his mouth with his napkin. “Your secret is safe with me. The truth is, I’ve known about Miracle Force for a very long time, you poor, sweet, stupid little boy.” 

    I gripped my chair underneath me. Did he really just say that? 

    Dr Black leaned in close to me as the latest string of spaghetti disappeared into his mouth like he was sucking down the tail of a snake. I swear he swallowed it whole without chewing. He opened his mouth. His breath stank of mincemeat. 

    “Yes, I’ve known about Miracle Force for a very long time,” he said quietly, so that only we could hear. “I knew about all of it before your mother ever told me: The Base, the other recruits, your training, your missions, the Commander, everything.” 

    My head span. “Wh-what?” was all I could stammer. My anger had evaporated and the bottom of my stomach felt like it was going to drop out. 

    “That’s right, young man,” he carried on whispering. “Did you forget that I was the one who reported you to him? I’m very well informed. Now, you listen to me. Listen very carefully. If you ever take the initiative to defy the Commander’s authority again like you did on your last mission—when you asked Mute to shut him out of the mind link—I repeat, if you ever, ever do anything even remotely like that again, I will come down on you like a tonne of bricks. Do you understand me?” 

    Stunned, I nodded. It was all that I felt I could do right now.  

    “Excellent. Now, here’s what you’re going to do: You’re going to be the picture of politeness for the rest of this meal. You’re going to be the charming and obedient son, and you’re going to do everything that your mother wants of you. You’re going to make friendly small talk with me, you’re going to ask me about my life, you’re going to make an effort to get to know me, you’re going to be polite to your mother, and you’re going to do it all with a big smile on your face. If you don’t, if you make any more of a scene, or if you ever challenge Abram’s authority again, I will make your life a living hell. I will make your life a waking nightmare. I will pull you down into a pit of blackness so dark that you will beg me to end your life rather than stay alive for a single moment longer.”  

    As he said these things his eyes seemed to bulge and his voice grew deeper and quieter. 

    But then he blinked and wiped his mouth with his napkin, and his voice returned to its normal timbre.  

    “Is that alright?” said Dr Black. 

    I sat frozen stiff in my seat. The hairs on the back of my neck had stood up. How did he know these things? How could he know these things? Why was he saying these horrible things? 

    I bunched my hands into fists under the table as my survival instinct kicked in. “Don’t you threaten me,” I snarled through clenched teeth, “whoever you are. Don’t forget: I have powers.” 

    Dr Black only chuckled at that. “Oh, Gonzalo,” he said. “Don’t forget: I am in a relationship with your mother.” 

    I could feel the colour draining from my face. 

    “Sorry, that took a little longer than I thought it would,” said Mom as she reached our table, back from the bathroom. She put on a smile I was sure was fake. “How are my two favourite boys getting along?” 

    Dr Black and I both looked up at once. Mom rubbed his hand again as she sat down. 

    “Oh, we’re getting along just fine,” said Dr Black. “Aren’t we, Gonzalo?” 

    I forced a smile onto my face myself. Not because I wanted to please Mom, but because I was literally nearly shitting myself and needed to go along with whatever Dr Black said for the moment.  

    I’ve known about Miracle Force for a long time.  

    How did Dr Black know about Miracle Force? Had Abram told him when he had phoned in to report me? How did he know so much? And what had he meant by underlining that he was in a relationship with Mom? My mind swam with questions but it was too foggy with fear to even begin to answer them.  

    I remembered that I still needed to take my turn in the conversation. “Yes, that’s right,” I said, reaching for a lie. “Dr Black was just telling me about how long he’s been practicing medicine.” If I could steer the conversation towards the doctor’s life then maybe I could find out some more useful information about him. 

    The three of us all began to eat our food and slipped into small, superficial conversation about the external details of our lives. I had to work hard to retain my composure.  

    I made myself force down my pizza, though I picked off as much of the seafood as I could and left it in a stack on the side of my plate. I listened to how Dr Black came from upstate New York, Pittsford, and how he had trained at Columbia and then at Mt Sinai hospital here in the city. He had for a time been an extremely successful psychiatric consultant, but had then gone into more affordable (“for the patients”) general medicine in order to “give something back”, as he put it. He said that part with a smirk for Mom that just radiated false modesty.  

    He was divorced and had three grown up children by his ex-wife, whom he still saw from time to time. He was so glad to have met my mother and to have “found the courage” to ask her out on a date; he felt like they were both being given a second chance at life together. There was more hand holding and sickening smiling with this. 

    Bleurgh. 

    I listened to all of it with a fake smile of my own. Sadly, none of it really gave me any significant insight into Dr Black. Of course it didn’t. For all I knew he could be lying through his teeth. For all I knew he had made it all up and he was just going out with my Mom in order to be able to manipulate me because of my powers. As he spoke, my mind continued to whirr. I needed to work out what was going on not only to protect myself but to protect Mom. She was putting herself in danger by being in a relationship with this man. 

    But I was completely lost at sea. On the inside my head and stomach were floundering in a whirlpool of confusion while on the outside I willed myself to appear the picture of the polite, genial teenage son like Dr Black had ordered me.   

    What the hell am I going to do? Who can I go to for help? 

    Really there was only one place I could go, I realised. 

    I pushed my plate back a little when the conversation lulled. “Would you please excuse me for a moment?” I said in my best ‘dutiful son’. “Looks like it’s my turn to go to the bathroom now.” 

     Mom frowned at me sidelong. I hadn’t been this polite all meal and I was never this polite at home. I hoped she mistook my newly re-acquired manners for a sign of my will to please. “Ok then, Gonzalo,” she said. 

    I got up and threaded my way through the tables to the bathroom doors in the far corner of the restaurant. I wanted to run, but I made myself walk slowly. I got some odd expressions from the other diners. The couple on a date snuck concerned looks at me, no doubt thinking that they were being subtle. I could feel Dr Black’s eyes on the back of my neck. 

    I made it through the first restroom door then found the gents. Thankfully there was no-one else inside just now. I found a cubicle, locked it, and stared at the toilet.  

    I felt puke rising and I was nearly sick from panic and seafood, but I managed to hold it in.  

    What sort of superhero throws up at the first sign of danger? 

    I put the toilet lid down and sat on it, digging my new smartphone out of my jeans. It had been a gift from Commander Abram. Miracle Force standard issue, he’d said. 

    Three reception bars adorned the top left corner of the screen. That was a relief. 

    I fumbled with the screen until I brought up “ICE: MF HQ” in my contacts, then hit ‘dial’, putting the phone to my ear. 

    A couple of rings, then an efficient woman’s voice came on the line. “This is Miracle Force Base. May I please have your codename and password?” 

    “Er, codename: Weakling. Password: ......” Crap! What was my password again? “Er...I think my password is...super strength? No, wait, it can’t be that. That would be too easy to guess.” 

    “I’m afraid that’s incorrect,” said the woman, confirming my worry. “You have two more attempts, sir.”  

    Shit! Of all the times to forget my fricking password! 

    “Oh...um...can’t you just let me through anyway? Doesn’t The Base have like, voice recognition software or something? It’s sort of an emergency, you see...”  

    “Sir, I’m unable to direct your call further unless you can give me your password.”  

    “Stein,” I guessed. That made sense; my mother’s second name. 

    “I’m afraid that’s incorrect, sir. You have one more attempt, otherwise you’ll be unable to access this line again until you reset your password in person” 

    “Damn it!” 

    “Is that your third attempt, sir?” 

    “No, no! That was just me cursing! Hold on, give me a moment…”  

    Of course it wouldn’t be Stein; someone could find that out easily. Come on, you weakling, think, think!  

    My mind sifted back through the paraphernalia of my life as fast as it could. What had I set my password to be? The stupid thing was that I remembered setting it with George in the briefing room during one of the orientation sessions when I had been given this emergency number to call. But I couldn’t for the life of me remember what I had set it as. What would I have picked? What sort of things did I even enjoy in my life before I had joined the Miracle Force? I enjoyed reading, and writing, and video games, and studying, and listening to retro music, and...Physics? 

    “Pulsar,” I said. 

    “Hello, Weakling,” said the woman, “how may I direct your call?” 

    I sighed with relief, but there was no time to bask in that. “Just get me Commander Abram, please! Abram!” 

    “Connecting you now, sir; won’t be a moment.” 

    There was a click, then a quick series of different-pitched tones, and then another couple of rings. 

    “This is Abram,” said the voice of the Commander. I had never been so grateful to hear it in my life. 

    “Commander Abram! Sir! I need to speak to you! I’ve got something to report to you! Something has happened! I don’t know what to d—” 

    “Woah there!” said Abram over the line in his deep reassuring voice. “Slow down, Gonzalo. You are speaking much too fast. Take a few deep breaths. Now tell me, slowly: What is the matter?” 

    I took another breath, and another, before I could speak. I was worried I was going to start hyperventilating. I managed to get some words out between the breaths and eventually the rises and falls of my chest began to slow as I told Abram what I wanted him to know. 

    “I’m…huff...having…huff...lunch with...huff...my Mom’s new boyfriend. He...huff...he told me that he knows about Miracle Force and The Base and the details of our last mission...and...and...and he threatened me!” 

    “What?!” Abram was concerned, I could hear it. “Who is your Mom’s new boyfriend?” asked Abram. 

    “He’s a doctor! Doctor Black! Doctor Alistair Black! His name is Doctor Alistair Black!” 

    On the other end of the line… 

    ...Abram laughed.  

    There was a note of sympathy in it (or was that derision?) as if I had just said something very endearing and ridiculous like a child learning to talk for the first time. 

    What the hell?! I thought. Why is he laughing? 

    “Oh, my dear Gonzalo,” Abram said after a moment, “you don’t need to be worried about him. So they’ve told you. I was wondering when they were going to do that.” 

    I went silent for a moment. The toilet seat was cold against my butt cheeks, even through my jeans. 

    “What?” I said. 

    “Didn’t Alistair explain it to you yet?” said Abram. “We know each other. He must have explained it to you. I thought you would have realised even if he didn’t. After all, he was the one who referred you to me. It was a wonderful stroke of luck that you ended up in his medical room. When you showed him your powers, he knew exactly who to call.” 

    I went silent again for a moment, taking this all in. 

    “But...but Commander Abram,” I said, searching around for how to make him see sense, “he threatened me!” 

    At this something in Abram’s voice changed and he sounded a little more alarmed. But only a little. “Did he? What did he say?” 

    “He told me that if I ever stepped out of line on a mission again then he would make my life a living hell!”  

    “Did he now?” Abram still sounded concerned, but nowhere near as concerned as I wanted him to be. “Well, though of course I can’t say that I disagree with the general sentiment that you should do what I say on missions...” I blushed at that, glad Abram couldn’t see me. I was still technically on disciplinary leave after what had happened on my last mission. “...I also can’t condone that kind of language. I will have words with him, Gonzalo. But don’t you worry. Alistair is harmless, really. He would never do anything to hurt you, or to hurt your mother. I think it’s just lovely that they’re dating, isn’t it? You go back to your meal and have a good time.” 

    This was really not the kind of reaction that I had expected, or that I wanted. “But...but Commander Abram…” I stammered. “He threatened my mother too!” 

    “Did he?” This time it sounded like genuine surprise in Abram’s voice. This was more like it. Now I was getting somewhere. “What did he say to her?” 

    “Oh, er, well, he didn’t say anything to her directly, he said it to me.” 

    “What did he say, exactly?” 

    “Well…” I fumbled. “To be fair, he didn’t actually say he was going to do anything to her, but when I reminded him I had powers he reminded me that he was going out with my Mom! He said it in a sort of...nasty kind of way.” I cringed where I sat in the cubicle. ‘A sort of nasty kind of way?’ What was I, in elementary school?  

    Nevertheless, Abram’s tone changed again, taking me more seriously—though I still wasn’t convinced he was taking what I was saying seriously enough. “You know what, Gonzalo,” he said, “I can hear this has upset you; I think you had better come in to The Base right away. I know it’s a Saturday and your disciplinary period hasn’t fully elapsed yet, but that doesn’t matter. I’ll have a car sent over for you at once. What was the restaurant? Mario’s on 34th St was it? I’ll notify your mother too. Go back to your table and wait for the car. You can consider this the end of your enforced leave.” 

    “Yes sir,” I said obediently. “Sir?” 

    “Yes?” 

    “Is my Mom going to be ok?” It was a childish, vulnerable thing to ask, but I couldn’t bear the thought of Mom sat having lunch with that creep, even now, and of her being in any kind of danger.  

    “Of course she will be,” said Abram. “I will make absolutely sure of it. You have nothing to worry about. Come in to The Base and we’ll talk. I’ll see you shortly.” 

    He hung up. 

    I put my phone away and stared at the blue toilet cubicle door in front of me.  

    I had finished the call with even more questions than when I had started it. But I was glad that I had told Abram.  

    He would take care of this.  

    He would know what to do.
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    “Dr Black and I go back a long way, Gonzalo. I’ve told you that. I’ve not hidden it from you.” 

    I was back in Abram’s office, in front of his desk, where I had been a little less than a week ago. 

    I shifted my weight in my chair. “Yes, sir, but isn’t information about The Base and our missions, like, sort of, confidential?” 

    “Yes, to most people,” said Abram immediately from the other side of his desk, with a dismissive wave of his hand. “But I can tell who I want about it. Even I needs friends I can talk things over with, Gonzalo. Just like you and Mute.” He smiled. 

    Something felt wrong. Abram still wasn’t being as reassuring as I’d hoped he would be. “But he threatened me, sir. He told me he would make my life ‘hell’ and ‘a nightmare’ if I ever disobeyed you again.” 

    Abram’s forehead creased a little under his bushy eyebrows. “Yes...you mentioned this on the phone. As I say, I will have words with Alistair about that, Gonzalo. Just out of interest, how was the meeting with him and your mother going, before he said those things?” 

    My eyes tilted up and to the right, which is where people look when they’re remembering something—I had learned that in interrogation class here at The Base. I also didn’t want to keep eye contact with Abram because I felt embarrassed. I had learned that being a puny weakling. “Er...yes...well...it had been a bit difficult. I suppose I hadn’t behaved....perfectly up till then…” 

    “Aha,” said Abram. “That would explain it. If you were giving him a hard time for dating your mother, he probably lost his patience a little and said some things that he didn’t really mean. Don’t worry about it, Gonzalo. I promise you, I will speak to him and straighten things out. Even adults lose their temper and say things they shouldn’t, sometimes.”  

    “Well...ok…” I said, not really feeling ‘ok’ at all. “If you say so, sir.” This doesn’t feel right. But I didn’t think this was the time to press the issue. As far as I could tell, I had only narrowly avoided being kicked out of Miracle Force this week. 

    “Good,” said Abram. “Now, if you’ve nothing else to raise with me, let’s turn to the reason I called you in on a Saturday.” 

    I blinked. I thought that he had called me in on a Saturday to talk about Dr Black. To be honest, right now I just wanted to go home and have a lie down. I had been through a whole rollercoaster of emotions in just a few minutes. What did he have for me now? 

    “You really did not behave as you should have on the Iran mission, Gonzalo.” 

    My gut tightened. Oh, come on. Not again. Not now. 

    “You disobeyed me and potentially jeopardised the mission.” 

    Why is he doing this again? 

    “That’s why,” said Abram, “at first I was very disappointed in you.”  

    Why is—huh? ‘At first’? 

    Now there was a twinkle in Abram’s eyes and I could have sworn that for a second the hint of a smile might have tugged at the corners of his mouth.  

    “Then I thought about it some more,” he said. “In doing what you did, you showed a great deal of initiative and courage. You were under extreme stress and pressure yourself, with the lives of a fellow soldier and several innocent civilians under threat. And you had already witnessed some casualties on the mission, which I know was a first for you. Nevertheless, you thought on your feet and took a huge risk in order in the end both to achieve your primary objective and keep one of your teammates alive. You didn’t put achieving the mission objective above the life of your teammate, but to the best of your ability given what you knew, or thought you knew, about the situation, you acted in order to safeguard both of them.” 

    Huh. Well, when you put it like that, it didn’t sound too bad... 

    “That’s why I’m ending your disciplinary leave early and promoting you,” said Abram. 

    “What?!” The word just burst from my mouth as for a moment I forgot all protocol and proper terms of address. 

    The Commander didn’t seem to mind on this occasion. “Yes, that’s right, Gonzalo, I’m promoting you. I’m making you the Captain of Miracle Force.” Now he really did smile, big and wide, showing his teeth. “Congratulations, Captain Weakling.” 

    Abram stood up from his desk and held out his hand for me to shake. 

    I was trembling. But I thought I should stand up too so I did, banging my knee on his desk, and shook his hand at once. 

    “Th-thank you, sir,” I stammered. “I won’t let you down. I promise.” 

    “I know you won’t.” Abram’s grip was surprisingly firm, even for my super strong hands. “That’s precisely why I’m making you Captain. But let me also be quite clear.” He released my hand and sat down again. I mirrored him. “The way you behaved in the standoff with the terrorists and Mute should be the very rare exception, not the rule. I am still disappointed in you about that. But I am willing to make an exception in this case because you were not aware of all of the information about Mute’s powers that was influencing my decision—and that is my fault as much as anyone else’s. I don’t expect you to make a habit of disobeying my orders.” 

    Relief had been spreading through every muscle of my body, but now they tensed again. 

    Abram must have read my face, because he said “I know it’s a little unusual—promoting you right after you’ve been on disciplinary leave—but I’ve thought about it and I’ve concluded this is the best way to deal with your actions in Iran. Let me be quite clear: I am promoting you for showing initiative and acting as best you could given what you knew, and having also disciplined you for disobeying my directive. Do we understand each other?”  

    “Yes sir,” I nodded quickly.  

    “Good,” said Abram. “Now, I have a task for you.” 

    This day was just full of surprises. 

    Abram opened a draw on his side of the desk and took out a paper folder which he lay on the surface. It had the boxed word ‘CLASSIFIED’ stamped in the top corner in official-looking red letters. He flipped it open. On the first page a photo had been paper-clipped: a black-and-white head and shoulders shot of a woman in a burqa. 

    “Amina Amari,” said Abram. “Actually, Captain,”—for a moment I wondered who he was calling ‘Captain’, then I remembered; that was going to take some getting used to—“you are not to address her by her civilian name. In the normal course of things, you would not know it, as is the case with you and Mute.” Actually, Mute did know my name through mind-reading, but I didn’t think this was the time to bring that up either. “However, you needed to know it in this instance for the purposes of identifying her. And you used the information well on the mission, by the way.” My chest puffed out just a little. “You should do your best to forget it, though. It will be changed in any case. Instead, you are to address her by her own codename, which she has recently chosen.” 

    Intrigue loosened my tongue. “What would that be, sir?” 

    “Djinn.” 

    Djinn. “That has a nice ring to it,” I said. 

    “It’s Arabic,” said Abram. “Djinn is a devout Muslim, however she has chosen a slightly ironic codename, just as you and Mute have done. The word originally means ‘demon’ and refers to a kind of invisible, malevolent spirit created from smokeless fire. It’s highly appropriate, given her power set, don’t you think, Captain?” 

    “Oh...um...er...yes sir.” I didn’t know what to say. He was addressing me as if I had authority. 

    “Indeed. Anyway, Djinn has very sensibly agreed that she will stay at The Base and become a part of Miracle Force, just as you did. Everything has been explained to her and she has signed the necessary legal documents. Her English is very good, as you discovered. However, she has not yet had her tour of The Base or begun proper orientation. I was wondering, Captain, if you would be able to give her a tour, just as Mute did for you when you first arrived?”  

    “Oh.” Is that it? “Er, yes, of course, sir. I’d be very happy to do that.” 

    “Wonderful. You can begin right away. She’s waiting for you in the mess hall. Dismissed.” 

    “Oh, right, OK sir.” Gee, that was a quick turnaround. What if I had said ‘no’? 

    I got to my feet with Abram. He didn’t move or say anything again for a moment. Was there something I was meant to do? 

    With a very quiet sigh, Abram saluted. 

    Crap! That was it!  I gave him a hurried salute. 

    “Thank you, sir.” 

    “Very good, Captain.” 

    I grimaced as I turned away from him. As I reached the door, Abram called after me “Oh, and Gonzalo?” 

    I looked back at him, calm and authoritative behind his enormous desk. I couldn’t get the hang of these different terms of address.  

    “Be gentle with her,” said Abram. “Djinn has been through a great deal lately, and she is new to this country. She’s estranged from her family, and her process of getting here was quite traumatic, as I’m sure you will remember. She will require a...sensitive touch. I’m sure you can provide that, can’t you?” 

    “Yes sir.” 

    I shut the door behind me, leant against it and breathed out. This was becoming my standard routine on leaving Abram’s office. 

    That had really not gone how I had expected. I shut the door behind me and leant back against it, breathing out a heavy sigh. 

    Abram had not really done anything to reassure me about Dr Black at all, except to say that they knew each other and that he would have words with him. Something weird was going on here.  

    On the other hand… Abram had thought about my actions on the mission some more—and promoted me!  

    I could barely believe it. 

    “Captain Weakling,” I said to myself, quietly, testing out my new title. 

    I liked the sound of that. 

    And he had given me something to do. Better go to the mess hall and find Djinn. 

    I was nervous at the thought of giving her a tour already. Why should I be, though? I didn’t know if I was a military Captain or a scared teenage boy. I supposed I was both.  

    {Hi Weakling,} spoke a voice in my mind. 

    “Argh!” I jolted, nearly jumping out of my skin. “Mute!” I said quietly. I hadn’t seen him approaching me in the corridor outside the Abram’s office. “You nearly scared the crap out of me!” I motioned for him to walk with me, away from the office door, hoping that the Commander hadn’t heard my startled exclamation. 

    {Sorry...} said Mute telepathically with a pained expression as we made our way down the corridor. {I just wanted to come and find you before you gave Djinn the tour...} 

    “Don’t worry,” I said, glancing at his pasty face and bright red hair. “It’s good to see you.” Abram’s door had stayed shut.  

    I hadn’t seen him since our mission in Iran. As soon as the helicopter had found us in the desert and airlifted us to the nearest UN base in Lebanon we had been split up to be examined by different medical teams. I hadn’t seen him or spoken to him for over a week. 

    Truth be told, I had missed Mute quite a lot while he had been away—our friendship had grown stronger over the past few months as we had trained and practiced using our powers together. And I was longing to dissect the Iran mission with him.  

    {It’s good to see you too,} said Mute, but he didn’t make eye contact. {Look, Gonzalo—I just wanted to say…thank you. I didn’t get a chance to say it properly after the mission. Everything happened so quickly and I was still kind of in shock from nearly having had a bullet put through my brain, but...but...you saved my life on that train. So: thank you, Gonzalo. I can’t really express how grateful I am. I’d have brought you a gift or something but that seemed a little...lame. And I couldn’t think of anything that you’d want…} 

    If you didn’t actually get me a gift, why bring it up at all? I thought. Classic Mute. There must be very few people in the world that I could give tips about social interaction to. 

    {Ha,} Mute chuckled inside my mind. Of course I had forgotten that with our minds linked, Mute would have overheard my thoughts. Luckily, he’d found what I’d thought funny. {You’re not wrong there.} At last he met my gaze with a sheepish smile. I guessed we knew each other well enough now that my thoughts hadn’t offended him. 

    We turned a corner as we walked down the white-walled corridors of The Base, hung at intervals with the expensive-looking paintings that still neither of us knew were real or not. 

    {I mean it, though,} Mute said. {I’m very grateful to you for what you did on the mission, Gonzalo. Thank you.} 

    “Hey, come on, don’t mention it,” I said shyly. “You’d have done the same for me. Anyway, really it was Amin—I mean, Djinn who saved you when it came down to it. And from what Abram says it’s not like you were ever in any real trouble, were you? Apparently your telekinesis is way stronger when you’re under pressure?” 

    {Apparently so…} said Mute. {But you still went for the guy who was holding me captive rather than the primary objective.} I didn’t look directly, but I was pretty sure he was blushing. {And you got me to shut the Commander out of the mind link when he was telling you not to do that...} 

    “Yeah, he was pretty pissed about that…” 

    {Really? Oh, sorry, Gonzalo. I didn’t realise he’d be angry with you as well. What did he say?} 

    “No, actually you’re right, he was angry but he wasn’t too angry in the end... In fact…” Why hadn’t I told him yet? Just tell him, Weakling, he’s going to find out sooner or later. 

    {Tell me what?} 

    I shook my head. {There’s no use hiding your thoughts from a telepath is there?} 

    {It’s not my fault; you think very loudly!} 

    “Mute,” I said, “he promoted me. To Captain.” 

    Mute stopped dead in his tracks and I was forced to stop too, in the middle of one of The Base’s long corridors. His eyes stretched and his mouth hung open, unspeaking. 

    What was I worried about? Was Mute jealous? Would he feel insecure that he hadn’t been chosen as ‘Captain’ (whatever ‘Captain’ even meant)? Would it damage our friendship? 

    {No, none of those things!} said Mute in my mind. {That is so great!} The smile that beamed from his face looked genuine. {That’s amazing, Gonzalo! I mean, ‘Captain’!} 

    He saluted me and I saluted back, unable to prevent a grin from sneaking onto my face too. This wasn’t going to hurt our friendship. 

    {How did it happen?} he quizzed me as we reached the elevator and I thumbed the button to call it. {What did he say?} 

    I told him. 

    {That is so cool!} Mute said once I had finished. The elevator arrived and its doors slid open. {I mean, it sucks about your disciplinary leave, but a promotion...‘Captain Weakling,’} Mute mused, testing the title out on whatever his mind’s equivalent of a tongue was as the elevator began to descend. {I like it. It’s kind of oxymoronic, isn’t it? Like a contradiction in terms. A bit like Saint Paul in Two Corinthians: ‘when I am weak then I am strong.’}  

    A Bible quotation. That was Mute’s Christianity coming out. It hadn’t taken very long into our friendship for me to discover that Mute was a very committed Christian. He had seemed embarrassed by it at first, but I soon realised that was just because he was afraid I wouldn’t want to be his friend anymore when I found out.  

    Once he’d realised that wasn’t going to happen, though, he was anything but embarrassed by it. It was what drove his life. It was what had motivated him to fight crime by himself in London before he had been picked up by Miracle Force and it was what kept him going now. Every opportunity he got, he had begun trying to ‘evangelise’ me, saying that as a Jew by birth I was halfway to Christianity already, but I wasn’t interested. I didn’t really mind his religiousness all that much, though. I could overlook his quirks. I was just grateful to have a friend. 

    {Yeah, my codename is a bit of a joke now, isn’t it?} I said inside my mind. {But I also think it’s kinda cool. Hey, thanks for taking this so well and being so understanding about all this, Mute.} 

    {Not at all!} Mute said as the elevator doors opened onto Floor ‘Minus Seven’ where the mess hall was found. {Why would you think I’d be jealous? I’m much better at following orders than giving them. And  

    {Gonzalo, you saved my life! Probably. In fact, you know what? When we’re talking like this, just between us inside our minds, you don’t have to call me by my codename any more. My real name is Thomas. Thomas Tarrance. But you can call me Tom.}   

    And there it was. More valuable than any physical gift he could ever have offered me, Mute had given me the most precious thing he owned: his secret identity, his true name. 

    We reached the doors to the mess hall.  I didn’t want to make too much of a fuss over the bigness of what Mute had just done, for both our sakes, so I said “Are you coming with me to give Ami—I mean, to give ‘Djinn’ the tour?” 

    {No, it’s OK,} said Mute. {I’ve met her already. Abram thinks it’s better if just one of us gives her the tour. He doesn’t want us to swamp her. I’m off for a session in the workout room. Maybe see you in there?} 

    “I’ll be sure to end her tour there.” 

    I waved him off, looked at the door to the mess hall and took a deep breath. 

    Ok then, here we go. ‘Djinn.’ 

    I knocked three times.
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    Why did I knock? I thought immediately.  

    It’s not like it’s her bedroom or anything… What a weakling. 

    “Hello?” came a curious feminine voice from inside. 

    I edged the door open with a creak of wood. 

    Inside, sat in one of the comfy armchairs of the enormous living room, just as I had been when Mute had first come to give me my tour, was Amina. Djinn. I had to stop thinking of her as ‘Amina’... 

    “Er...hi there,” I said. 

    She rose in my presence which I guessed she was supposed to do in her country. She still wore her black burqa, long and flowing, that covered every part of her except for her eyes and hands.  

    Now that we weren’t on a train surrounded by passengers and terrorists I could take her in a little more: She was a bit shorter than me at around five feet and a half. Her hands were delicate and the colour of chocolate. Her eyes were brown with a hint of silver. The line of the top of the bridge of her nose was smooth and concave, instead of jutting out at an angle.  

    Just then I became instantly suspicious that underneath the face-veil of her burqa Djinn was very beautiful. I suddenly wondered how old she was. I had assumed all along that she was a grown woman, but it crossed my mind now that she might not be; the conservative religious clothing made it hard to tell. 

    “Hello?” she said again, this time with a note of puzzlement.  

    She must be confused because I haven’t said anything else yet. Her voice had come out slightly muffled because of the veil over her mouth, but in spite of that and the Arabic accent I could understand her perfectly.  

    I had better say something. “Er, hi, I’m Go—Weakling...” 

    “Go Weakling?” said the woman. The silver in her eyes seemed to sparkle slightly. 

    “Er, no, not ‘Go Weakling’, sorry, just ‘Weakling’.” Idiot. “...this isn’t going so well for me, is it?” 

    To my absolute horror Djinn let out a little giggle and put a hand over her veil to hold it back. 

    I sure hope she's laughing because she finds me endearing, I thought, and not just because she thinks I’m a complete imbecile… Why did I even vocalise that last part about ‘this not going so well for me’ anyway?  

    “You may call me Djinn,” said the girl. Girl? Woman. Woman? 

    I had to know. “Er, this may seem like a weird question and I know you’re not supposed to ask girls this, but…...how old are you?” 

    I waited with baited breath, hoping I hadn’t offended her. The girl-woman giggled again. “I am sixteen years old,” she said.  

    My head rocked back. She was only a little older than me! Sixteen. The same age as Mute. As Bill Jackson. As Ali. Ok, that made more sense. Abram had taught us that metahuman powers most commonly manifested themselves during adolescence, usually at times of trauma or upheaval. So she was definitely a ‘girl’, then. Well, more or less a girl. A teenage girl. 

    “How old are you?” said the teenage girl in return when I didn’t say anything again. English may not be her first language, but she spoke it well. 

    “Oh, what, me? I’m fifteen.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Yes.” 

    A pause. 

    “Did you come here just to ask me how old I am?” 

    “What? Oh, no, sorry! I’m here to give you a tour. I mean, if you’d like. Would you like to go on a tour?” 

    “What is a ‘tour’? You mean a holiday? I just arrived here.” 

    “Oh, no, just like a tour of this Base. Not like tourism. The Commander just asked me if I would, sort of, you know, show you around the place, like show you the ropes.” 

    “Ropes? You have ropes here? What for?” 

    “Oh, it’s an expression. I mean, er, show you where everything is.” 

    “Ah, I see. Yes, please. I would like that very much.” 

    “Great! Er, why don’t you come this way?” 

    Hyper-aware of my own movements, I bumbled boyishly back over to the door and held it open for the teenage girl in the burqa. 

    She followed me and then stopped in the doorway. I thought that she was still walking, though, so I let go of the door and it swung back towards her. I realised too late and put my arm out to catch it, but missed. The door slammed into her. 

    I winced. 

    Only, instead of slamming into her, the door kept on going. It passed right through her like she was a ghost. As it swung through her, she appeared on the other side of it and it slammed shut as if nothing had happened. 

    I stared. “Woah...” I said eventually. “Is that one of your powers?” Stupid question... 

    “Yes,” said the girl. “I think in English you call it ‘intangibility’? That is what Mr Abram calls it. My powers are ‘intangibility’ and ‘teleportation’. I can move through any matter and I can travel to any place which I can imagine.”  

    “Right!” I said, remembering my own conversation with Abram, “That’s why your codename’s ‘Djinn’; like a spirit. I get it.” 

    I thought I saw Djinn smile underneath her veil, but I couldn’t tell. I wished I could know for sure. 

    “Your English is really good, by the way,” I said as she fell into step beside me. 

    “Thank you.” Djinn rubbed the back of her neck over the top of her head-dress. “It was hard for me to learn. Girls in my town are not allowed to be educated. I must teach myself using the internet.” 

    “Well it’s come out really well.” Oh my God. I sounded so pathetic, so bland. “So, er...how much of The Base have you already seen, then?” 

    “Not very much. Just my room, Mr Abram’s office and the ‘mess hall’ so far. It is very nice here…” She glanced around at the well-lit corridor bedecked with artwork and cream carpets. 

    “Yeah, it’s pretty amazing isn’t it? Kind of like a cross between a giant mansion and a luxury hotel, but all underground! And you’ve got the UN headquarters right on top of us. Crazy, hey? Who knew there was so much space down here? The whole place is massive. So, er, where do you want to see first?” 

    She didn’t mind what she saw first, so I took her to the canteen. (“The food here is amazing,” I told her.) Then I gave her the tour in much the same order that Mute had done for me before. I showed her the recreation room with its many TVs and sofas. (“This is where we chill out after training.”) I showed her the swimming pool with its hot tubs and flumes. (“I come here practically every day.”) I showed her the briefing room with its rectangular table and interactive holographic maps. (“We’ve only used this once. It was a little scary, but also super exciting.”)  

    She took all of these in with wide eyes, the only part of her face I could completely see, looking just as utterly overwhelmed as I am sure I had done.  

    While I showed her around The Base I spoke only about the rooms we were visiting, as I was too shy to ask her any more personal questions about herself. I had lucked out by getting a positive answer to my first question about her age and I didn’t want to take another risk like that again.  

    Nobody had told me how much I was allowed to know about her, though. I knew her name and her age now, but Abram had already told me that I should forget the first of those.  

    Truth be told, I wanted to know everything about her. She was a mystery to me in that dark, flowing, almost-all-covering clothing. She was a foreigner, a Muslim, and, most mysterious of all, a girl. 

    What had happened in her life before we met her on that train? How had Abram found out about her? What had she done or what had been done to her to make her want to run away from her home country’s government? And what did she even look like underneath that face-veil?  

    In my mind I imagined she looked like Ali.  

    As we approached the workout room, the last stop on the tour, she broke our pattern of me describing a room followed by an awkward silence and asked me another question about myself: 

    “So how long have you been here, Weakling?” she said. 

    “Me? Oh, I’ve been training here about six months. I don’t actually live at The Base, though. I sleep at my apartment in Williamsburg, just a bit outside Manhattan. Oops; I probably shouldn’t have told you that. Oh well...” 

    “And you like it here?” 

    “Here? Oh, yeah, it’s great here. It’s like a dream come true! I mean, you’ve seen most of the place now. It’s unreal. And Commander Abram looks after us really well. He pushes us hard in our training, for sure, but that’s only because we have to go on some very important missions. Like when we rescu...found...you. He really wants the best for us. You’ve made a good choice in staying here.” 

    We stopped outside the door to the workout room but she carried on asking me questions.  

    “And your ‘power’...you are not hurt by bullets?” 

    “Yeah. I guess you saw that on the train. I’m ‘invulnerable’—like very hard to hurt. Er, and also I have super strength.” I stuck my chest out just a fraction.  

    Djinn’s brow crinkled. “So why are you called ‘Weakling’? This means you are ‘small’, does it not?”    

    “Oh, right, yeah it does. It’s sort of a joke I guess.” And a re-appropriation of what my bully used to call me in high school, I added to myself, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. 

    “A joke?” she said, the crinkle deepening. “I do not think it is funny.” She stared at me seriously.  

    “Er…” I wondered how to explain it to her. I didn’t know what the Arabic word for ‘ironic’ was. 

    Her expression softened. “Weakling, do not look so troubled. I made one too. A joke.” She laughed—a melodious, muffled sound. 

    “Oh, er, ha ha,” I said nervously, massaging one of my palms with a thumb. I couldn’t work this girl out yet. “By the way,” I said, remembering that Mute was inside, “before we go in here to the workout room, I just wanted to thank you for helping me out back on that train. If you hadn’t done what you did—taking out that terrorist and then teleporting us out of there—Mute could have died. I guess we both could have died, or at least been captured.” 

    She kept her own thoughtful silence for a moment at that. I thought that under her veil she might have been biting her lips. Then: “That is alright. You are very welcome. You were trying to rescue me, after all.” She’d used the same word I had corrected myself from using a moment ago. I thought that there might be a pink colour in her cheeks but I couldn’t see properly underneath the veil. That frustrated me.  

    “Why do you wear that burqa?” I said all of a sudden. Woah, slow down, Weakling! I thought at once. I must have let my guard down when the conversation had taken a more personal turn. 

    Mercifully, Djinn didn’t seem to mind. “The Qur’an commands it,” she said straight away. “The great prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, commanded women to dress modestly. It is the will of Allah.” She said ‘Qur’an’, ‘Muhammad’ and ‘Allah’ using the proper Arabic pronunciations that employed the back of the throat, which I’d never heard anyone do in person before. 

    “I know,” I said, “but you can interpret that in different ways, right?” I thought back to my culture lessons here at The Base, and my briefing before the Iran mission. “Why not just wear a lighter niqab head covering, or even just a hijab headscarf?” Why are you saying this? I thought. Stop talking, you moron! This is none of your business! 

    Djinn fixed me for a moment with those earthy-metallic eyes. They were uncommonly like Ali’s eyes. A faint thought half-formed in my mind. But no, that wasn’t possible… 

    “You are a smart one, Weakling,” she said at length, playfully. “The truth is that I come from a very strict Muslim area and family, where the custom is for women to wear the burqa outdoors or in presence of men. But you are right. Personally, I do not agree with this custom any more. If I still followed my family’s custom, I would not even be speaking to you, or to any other man who is not my husband. Since I came to America, I do not have to wear the burqa any more. If it was just for comfort, I would probably wear the niqab or the hijab instead.”  

    “So why are you still wearing it?” I asked, ever more surprised at my own boldness. 

    Djinn took a step closer and drew right up in front of me, looking up a little so that I could feel her breath on my face even through her veil. “I wear it,” she said quietly, “out of habit; to protect my identity; and so that American boys do not spend all their time staring at me.”   

    She walked through the double doors into the workout room, her body shimmering a little as she passed right through them. 

    I just stood for a moment, staring at the closed doors. 

    Then I gulped and opened them to go in after her.  

    No more personal questions, for now at least, I thought.  

    I had probably used up all my luck for that day. 
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    Something terrible has happened. 

    The worst thing that could possibly be conceived of as happening, has happened. 

    I don’t know what to do. I feel sick. I want to die. I can’t believe this has happened to me. 

    I need to write about it to process it, to go over what just took place. 

    Of course, you know what happened already.  

    But maybe by doing this I can try to start making sense of it. Maybe I can pretend that this is all just part of one big story I am writing too. This way maybe I can pretend that it didn’t happen. 

      

    * 

      

    I was sat at my desk in my poky little bedroom on a Saturday afternoon working on my English project when our apartment buzzer sounded. I jumped up out of my chair at once. 

    Mom was out so it was just me at home. Must be Ali, I thought as I pelted down the corridor, through the kitchen, to our front door. 

    I peered through the peep-hole. Yes. She wore a frown but apart from that looked as beautiful as ever: dark curls, tan skin, and dressed in a pair of stylish, tight-fitting jeans and an....Abercrombie and Fitch sweater? Since when did Ali dress like that? Never mind that now. She was carrying something under one arm—it looked like a wad of paper. 

    I opened the door. 

    “Bedroom. Now,” Ali said and barged right past me without another word. Intensity shone from her eyes. 

    “Er, nice to see you too?” I said. She was already out of earshot, making her way through my apartment towards my bedroom. 

    Why did she want to go to the ‘bedroom’? I mean, we normally hung out in my bedroom when we hung out here, but she had never drawn attention to the fact before. Never as blatantly as she just had, at least. 

    Ali waited for me to come in, then slammed the door shut after me and flung the pile of paper she had been carrying down on my bed. Sheets flew everywhere. 

    “What do you call this?” she demanded angrily. 

    I furrowed my brow and took a page from the pile, most of which was now strewn all over my duvet, some on the floor. I inspected it. A quick scan of the printed typeface confirmed my suspicions. “Er, this is my English project. The one I shared with you online. The one about how I got into Miracle Force and my missions with them and stuff.” 

    “Gonzalo, this has got to stop!” Ali burst out, putting both her hands on top of her head. 

    “What’s got to stop?” 

    “This ridiculous game!” She began to pace my room frantically, like she was afraid to stay still. “I mean, it was fun at first and I played along with it because it was very creative and clever and I know that you’re very fragile and everything, but now it’s just getting downright creepy!” 

    “I don’t understand.” I genuinely had no idea what she was talking about. “What do you mean? What ‘game’?” 

    “This game where you pretend that you have superpowers! Where you pretend that you’ve been recruited to some kind of top-secret UN organisation trying to save the world!” She stopped pacing the floor and held out her hands to me in pleading. “You’re not really so messed up that you actually believe it’s all happening, are you? I don’t know if you are or if I’m not meant to say that because it might upset you more and make you even more messed up or if you do know it’s not real and you’re just playing some big demented trick on me to get attention! You know what, I’m sorry, but I don’t actually care anymore! This latest part is just too creepy!”  

    Ali’s words had come out in a jumbled rush. I picked over them again in my mind, going over what she had just said, searching for some meaning. Then it hit me. She doesn’t believe me! I realised. She doesn’t believe me about my powers, or Abram, or Miracle Force, or any of it! She’s never believed me! She had just been humouring me, stringing me along this whole time...   

    “Wha…” I started, but fizzled out quickly. “How…” I tried again, but fared no better. “Why are you only saying this to me now?” I settled on. “What exactly is so ‘creepy’ that you can’t go on with it any more?”  

    “What’s creepy,” said Ali, throwing her hands up into the air, “is you writing me into your weird little multi-ethnic X-men fanfiction!” 

    “What...?” I lost my words again. I understood that she didn’t believe in my Miracle Force story, but I couldn’t see what was so ‘creepy’ about it. Yet. 

    “This ‘Djinn’ character!” Ali said, grabbing a page from my bed and prodding at it with her finger. “She’s clearly meant to be me! Any idiot could see that! Very clever, to dress her in a burqa to hide her identity, then write me into your story. You even drop obvious hints that’s she’s going to turn out to be me—like us having the same colour eyes!” 

    I looked at her blankly. I didn’t have anything to say. 

    “Well, it’s too much, Gonzalo,” Ali carried on. “I thought that your story was cute at first. At first. But I also secretly hoped that you weren’t so deluded that you actually thought what you were writing about was real! I mean, who could be that deluded and lost in their own imaginary world?!” 

    She stared at me then with her big, brown, silver-tinted eyes, as if waiting for a response.  

    All I could do was look at the floor.  

    “But it looks like you are,” Ali went on, shaking her head. “You are completely lost in your own weird little world. And now you’ve written me in to your weird little world as well! Well I’m not having it, OK, Gonzalo? The truth is you don’t really know me as well as you think you do. You don’t really know half of my story, or why I came to America, or who I am! I won’t have you inventing this whole persona for me and then falling in love with it! I told you once there were two types of guy in the world: the type that just uses girls for what they can get from them, and the type that treats them like real people. I thought you were the second type, but you’re not, you’re the first!” 

    When she said that I had to sit down on the bed.  

    “And don’t pretend that isn’t what’s happening here!” Ali went on. “I’ve seen this before, when a guy invents this whole idea of a girl for himself in his imagination and then falls in love with that instead of the real girl. This doesn’t end well for me—I know it! People who do this kind of thing usually end up turning into stalkers or molesters or rapists! Their ‘love interests’ usually end up dead in a ditch somewhere! Do you know why my Mom and I came over from Syria? Because my Dad was abusive!”  

    Her words hit me right in the chest, harder than any punch or bullet ever could. Stalker, molester, rapist? How could she say those things about me? Just a poor little nerdy kid with mental health problems...  

    But it was what she said next that delivered the killing blow. 

    “So I’m ending it,” Ali said. “Have you got that, Gonzalo? It’s over. I thought I was being kind to you, I really did, but now I realise that I wasn’t being kind to you at all—I was only ever making it worse by pretending to go along with your superpowers fantasy and trying to be a friend to you. It’s over, Gonzalo.”  

    “...what’s over?” I managed to mumble, tears pooling in my eyes pathetically. 

    “Our friendship. Oh God, did you actually think we were in some kind of a relationship? Goodbye, Gonzalo. I won’t be coming back here. See you around.” 

    Ali left my bedroom. After a moment I heard the front door of the apartment slamming. 

    For a while I just sat where I was, stunned, looking at the scattered pages on the bed and the floor. 

    Then I knelt down on my bedroom floor, put my head in my hands, hiding it between my knees, took several shuddering breaths, and wept. 

    The tears came hot and fast, like a bubble around my head had burst and liquid was leaking everywhere; water and mucus just pouring out of my eyes and nose, soaking my hands, soaking my arms, soaking my knees, soaking my Marvel superheroes T-shirt. 

    I began to bang my fists against the side of my head. 

    “YOU STUPID WEAKLING!” I shouted at myself. “YOU STUPID, WORTHLESS, PATHETIC, GOOD-FOR-NOTHING WEAKLING! YOU’VE LOST THE BEST THING THAT EVER HAPPENED TO YOU! THE BEST PERSON THAT YOU’VE EVER KNOWN, AND YOU’VE LOST HER! YOU STUPID MORON IDIOT USELESS WEAKLING!” 

    I’m not telling you this to try to get sympathy from you. I know that I’m not going to get that. I’m only saying this to you because it’s what happened.  

    I gathered up the pages from the floor, then the ones from the bed, shouting incomprehensibly at myself all the while, then ripped them up one by one.  

    I kept shouting as I tore them up into tiny pieces and threw them all around my bedroom where they danced in the air like cheap imitation snowflakes.  

    After a while I ran out of energy and collapsed on my back on the floor with a thud. I looked up at my grubby bedroom ceiling, grey and damp and ugly, for I don’t know how long, thinking nothing.  

    Eventually I fell asleep.  

    I don’t know how long I slept for either—I’m not sure what time it was when you visited and dumped the sheets of paper in my room. My word processer says I was last working on this document at 17:30, so I must have slept for about an hour and a half. I’ve heard that people often go to sleep after experiencing a trauma.  

    I’m not trying to be melodramatic here, honestly. 

    When I woke up a terrible headache was squeezing my temples. But I managed to hoist myself up into this chair, take some aspirin from a drawer in my desk, and switch on my laptop again. 

    Then I began typing, and here I am.  

    Here we are.  

    What should I say now? 

    What should I do now? 

    I’ll come clean. 

    I’ll set the record straight. 

    For myself, and for you. To show you that I’m not really crazy. 

    I’ll tell you everything. 

    Here we go.
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    My name is Gonzalo Lopez.  

    At least that much is true; I didn’t lie about that! How could I? It’s also obviously true and not a lie that I’m from Williamsburg, a borough of New York City, with my Mom and that I attend Williamsburg Heights high school. 

    But you’re right. What is not true is that I have superpowers.  

    Nobody has superpowers in real life, do they? Real life is a shitty, bitter, depressing disappointment. Real life sucks. 

    It really is true that back in September I got into a fight with Bill Jackson. Of course you know that—you were there, for the start of it at least, even if you couldn’t hear everything that we said to each other. Of course he’s real too—you know him. Apparently you’ve even started ‘hanging out with him’, or at least hanging out near him. Anyway, I say I ‘got in a fight’ with him; actually what happened is that he was bullying me as usual. 

    He was bullying me, threatening to beat me up and take my lunch money in the Science corridor—but this time you were there. The new girl in school, who didn’t know that I was a weakling with no friends yet. You were there, Ali, and you were beautiful. I hope that doesn’t make me sound like a weirdo or a stalker or…well, I hope that doesn’t make me sound ‘creepy’. It’s true. You’re beautiful. But I’m sure you know that. 

    You were there, and I noticed you, and Bill Jackson was there, and he was bullying me, and I felt humiliated. 

    And what did Bill do? 

    What really happened on that day in September is that... 

    ...he beat the shit out of me. 

    He didn’t break his hand on my face because of my superpowers because I don’t have superpowers, do I? Nobody has superpowers in real life. 

    Instead, he beat me up so badly that he broke his knuckles on my face and he put me in the hospital. 

    That’s what really happened. 

    He put me in the hospital so I had to spend some time away from school. The teachers sent me work to do there, and later at home, so I wouldn’t fall too behind. 

    In hospital—and I’m really coming clean now, here we go—I had a lot of time to myself, even with the work our teachers sent me to do.  

    It was too painful to think that I’d had the shit kicked out of me again, and in front of a pretty new girl that I liked, at least until you left the corridor, so I made up a story about how I’d developed invulnerability and super strength and how Bill Jackson had broken his hand against my face. 

    It was just like something out of my comic books. 

    It was way better than what actually happened.  

    It was fun. 

    I know it’s not real; I know it’s all made up. I’ve actually written quite a lot more of it and sent it in to Mrs Dean for my creative writing assignment. But I’ve deleted all that now. What’s the point?  

    Anyway, when I eventually came back to school, imagine my joy when I discovered that I still got to be paired as lab partners in Physics class with you! I couldn’t believe my luck. 

    I’d spent quite a lot of time constructing my imaginary story in my mind by that time. And, yes, if I’m honest, a part of me started to let myself believe it, to let myself become convinced by it…. 

    And it was much more fun than the truth; much less humiliating and pathetic and weak... 

    So I pretended with you in Physics class that I had superpowers. And a part of me really started to believe that I did have them, to think that I really did have superpowers.  

    And what did you do? 

    You believed me!  

    Or at least you pretended that you believed me... 

    I guess now that you were just pretending to believe me because you didn’t want to hurt my feelings, or because you thought it would be harmful to my mental health not to go along with me or something. That’s quite kind, I guess. You agreed to go to a coffee shop with me and talk about them some more. 

    ‘Just a poor little nerdy kid with mental health problems’... 

    It makes so much sense now. I should have seen it coming much earlier. I should have spotted the hints. 

    I really did go to the doctor’s, that’s true. Mom took me when I started talking too much about having superpowers, after I punched a hole in my bedroom wall (it made a hole because that part of the wall in our apartment is hollow). 

    Doctor Black isn’t a general practitioner, though, I changed that. He’s a psychiatrist. And although he really has started dating my Mom, because he stopped seeing me and she wasn’t his patient, he never said those horrible things to me in the restaurant. I just made those things up because I hate him and I hate that my Mom is dating someone. 

    It was Doctor Black who referred me to the school for kids with special educational needs and mental health problems that I’ve been going to. Of course there was no secret black notebook, no phone call with Abram, no… no Miracle Force... 

    I really did meet Sam in the waiting room at the psychiatrist’s though. Maybe I shouldn’t tell you that. I guess Sam’s got her own problems. And she really did invite me to her party. I couldn’t make that part up! I would never have thought that that would happen. Two super lucky things in as many weeks! You saying you’d go for a coffee with me, and getting invited to a party. It was enough to make me start believing that I really did have superpowers, or that God was looking out for me or something.  

    You were so kind to me after detention in the coffee shop. You really listened to me and it seemed like you really believed me. You believed that I had powers and you were impressed by it. It made me feel like I was King of the Universe. It made me feel like I could do anything. 

    I guess now that you were just going along with it all to be nice. 

    I guess that explains why at the party you didn’t want to be associated with me and why you separated from me as soon as you could. 

    Why you said… 

    Well, we both know what happened next, don’t we? 

    I had got it into my mind that I needed to give Sam a present. It was her birthday party, after all. Stupid, stupid little boy.  

    I gave her one of my Dad’s old CDs, and Bill saw, and of course he wasn’t happy. 

    I didn’t know that they were going out at that time, Ali! I didn’t know that he would be there. But of course he was there. Anyone who was anyone was there. Again: stupid. 

    Bill couldn’t lay a finger on me because he had been warned by his football coach and the principal after the last time. That made me feel kind of powerful, like I was twice the size I really was. 

    Bill couldn’t lay a finger on me, but his teammates could.  

    That was when he let them loose on me. 

    I received the worst beating I’ve ever received in my life that night. 

    They put me in the hospital again. They completely decimated me. You might hear otherwise from some quarters, but that’s just because people like to spin rumours, especially since that first time Bill broke his hand on my face. I had bruises all over my body, concussion, five broken ribs, a broken arm, a dislocated hip, and I lost a tooth. I still walk with a slight limp. You’ve probably noticed it. It makes me look like even more of a weakling. 

    But worse, way worse than any of that, in the middle of my receiving the beating, you turned up again. 

    And what did you say? 

    We both know what you said. 

    ‘Stop it! You shouldn’t be beating on him. He’s just a poor little nerdy kid with mental health problems.’ 

    ‘Covering’ for me. Ha. That was clever. I should have guessed. I should have seen this coming a mile off.  

    How could I have been so stupid? 

    That was my real delusion: that you actually believed me about my superpowers. 

    Then you ran off and the team finished beating me up. They left me half dead. The police did actually turn up at the party. You wouldn’t know because you had run off by then, though I am sure people told you at school. I don’t know if they came because of the underage drinking or the drugs or because there was a kid who had been beaten half to death in the back garden. It doesn’t really matter, does it? 

    When the police turned up, everyone scattered. 

    I didn’t run away—I couldn’t; I wasn’t in a fit state to crawl anywhere by that time, let alone run.   

    So yes, you’re right. Of course you’re right. All the other stuff that I wrote happened after that—me running through the city, the terrorists at my apartment, meeting Abram in the car, being taken to The Base, being recruited to Miracle Force, meeting Mute, the training, the mission… 

    It’s all made up. 

    All of it. I’ll admit it.  

    I made it all up.  

    Oh, except for the incident with my Dad. That did actually happen, but later. I had another stay in hospital, much longer this time, and then I started going to the school for kids with special needs and mental health issues full-time. Mom forced me to go. I tried to run away from her once to go live with my Dad, but he didn’t want me, so I was forced to go back to my Mom. So that’s that. 

    All of the other stuff, I made up. 

    Oh, and except for...well, except for you. 

    I couldn’t make you up. 

    You came back. You came back to visit me at home. 

    Why did you come back, if you knew I was making it up all along? 

    I guess it was pity. I guess now that you just felt sorry for me. Well, that makes me feel just on top of the world, doesn’t it? Sorry—sarcasm. 

    You kept talking to me like you believed me. Maybe somebody told you to. Maybe Mom and Dr Black told you to. At the very least, you never contradicted me or told me that I was being dumb. Why didn’t you tell me earlier that you knew I was making everything up? How could you string me along for so long like that? 

    What a fool. What a weakling. 

    You asked to read the story I was writing. Why did you do that if you didn’t believe any of it was really real? Maybe you really did think it was ‘cool’ and ‘creative’ like you said. Maybe you wanted to read it to check up on just how ‘deluded’ I really was. Maybe you had an inkling that I liked you—well, you must have known that, it was so obvious, I think I basically said it in the document—and you wanted to see if I was writing anything ‘creepy’ into the story.  

    Well, I guess I was.  

    Sorry. 

    But that doesn’t matter now, does it? 

    None of that matters. 

    I’m quite pleased with Mute, I suppose. Now that I think about it, he makes perfect sense as an imaginary friend for me: He can’t talk, except inside my mind. He lives at The Base, so he’s never around. And it is true that I always wanted a British friend. I guess by inventing a teenager who was even more socially awkward than me, who struggled with even worse social anxiety and low self-esteem, it gave me someone to compare myself to and to feel better than, at least in my imaginary fantasy world, or something. 

    I’m pathetic, aren’t I? 

    And then there’s Djinn.  

    Djinn. 

    Ok, fine, I’ll admit this too. You got me. You spotted it. 

    Djinn was meant to be you. 

    Djinn is your age, female, dark-skinned and a modern moderate Muslim (despite appearances)—just like you. Eventually we were going to find out that she was Syrian too.  

    And the burqa...in my mind that was the perfect way to hide your secret identity. In my imagination what had happened was that you secretly had superpowers, you found out about Miracle Force from me, then you teleported over to Iran and got yourself into an incident so that Abram would track you down and recruit you, all without giving away to me that you had powers too and that you were Djinn. I guess I imagined you were shy about it or something. 

    I thought that was quite clever. 

    The only missing piece of the puzzle is Djinn’s real name, ‘Amina Amari’. But you can so easily tell that that’s a fake name, can’t you? I mean, it’s alliterative and uses two pairs of iambic syllables, for goodness’ sake, like nearly every made-up superhero’s secret identity name. Peter Parker. Bruce Banner. Thomas Tarrance. Ali Carter is much more believable—well of course it is, because it’s your actual name! An Americanisation of your Syrian name, Alianna Khan. 

    So there you go. I’ve explained.  

    I’m not crazy. I’m not so deluded that I really thought I had superpowers and had been recruited to an anti-terrorist UN crack squad. Not deep down, anyway. Nobody’s so delusional that they actually think they have superpowers and hallucinate that they’re part of a superhero team, are they? You’d have to be...well, severely deluded and practically schizophrenic to actually think that. Which I’m not. As far as I’m aware. 

    My real mental health problems, according to the other psychiatrist that Dr Black referred me to after he decided that he wanted to date my Mom, are that I have post-traumatic stress from the beatings, very low self-esteem from the bullying, moderate depression, and chronic generalised anxiety disorder. Oh yeah, and fair enough, a healthy dose of dissociative fantasy and defensive detachment too. 

    But you probably knew all that, didn’t you? 

    So... 

    Now what? 

    What do I do now? 

    Where does that leave me? 

    I’ve lost the thing that mattered the most to me. 

    I’ve lost the person that mattered most to me. 

    I’ve lost you. 

    Goodbye, Ali. 
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    I looked at the flight of stone steps that led up to the transparent double doors of Williamsburg Heights, my school.  

    I gripped the straps of my heavy backpack tight where they hung on my scrawny shoulders and swallowed my saliva. 

    Am I really going to do this? 

    The trouble was, I didn’t really have a choice. It was here or the special school, and since I had finally recovered—more or less—from my beating at the party and owned up to my psychiatrist about my ‘delusions’ there was no point in me being at the special school any more. They had realised that I was smart and the truth was that I just wasn’t being pushed hard enough there. My teachers from this school had sent me work to do, but it was a poor substitute for actually being in their classrooms. I needed to come back, to at least try coming back for one day, to talk to them and get some guidance on my studies. 

    So here I was again. I stood at the foot of the steps for a little while longer, watching other kids strolling up them and going in through the doors. A girl in a pink beanie. A dorky kid with a rucksack twice his size. A gaggle of popular kids joking around with their phones. I didn’t recognise a single one of them. Had the whole school population changed while I had been away, or had I just forgotten what everybody looked like because I didn’t know them very well in the first place?  

    I had pleaded with Mom not to send me back here, but she had said that there was no alternative.  

    “I know it’s difficult,” Mom had said across the breakfast table, “but it’s the best thing for you. And the Principal assures me that Donny Vickers has been expelled. It’s actually illegal for him to set foot in the school again.”  

    “Well, that’s something,” I said, looking down at my soggy cereal, “but Donny Vickers isn’t the only person I’m worried about. He’s just the person who happened to beat me up worst at Sam’s party.” 

    “But the others will have learned a lesson from what happen to him,” said Mom. “You know the psychiatrist said the best thing is for you is to try to ‘reintegrate’ at your old school. Trust me, it really is the best thing.”  

    Of course she had won the argument, in the end, which is why I found myself where I was now, in front of my school. I was trapped. I wanted to finish my education so I could get away from this place and go to college, but Mom and I didn’t have enough money for me to go to college. And now I didn’t even have my Miracle Force fantasy to guarantee me a college place.  

    I took a deep breath and walked up the steps, going in through the double doors. 

    I immediately regretted it.  

    The school atrium greeted me, a wide-open space with a grey linoleum floor, a reception desk with a scowling old lady behind it—I didn’t recognise her either—and another set of double doors off at the far end with a keypad set in the concrete wall next to them.  

    The atrium too was filled with students, some hurrying in to class, some standing around brazenly disregarding the time, holding their rucksacks with one hand over one shoulder or swinging them around by the straps, chatting, joking, kissing, winding each other up.  

    I didn’t know what my place in this scene was. I would have looked for one of my friends but I hadn’t had any when I had been at this school here before and I didn’t have any now.  

    And Ali wasn’t anywhere either. 

    At least this is better than the special school, I thought. 

    ...is it? 

    I pulled my sweater’s hood up over my head as I weaved through the students to the next set of double doors and tried to will myself to become invisible, like a superhero might have been able to do in that story I’d stopped writing.  

    Neither of these tactics worked.  

    As I passed them, a few kids glanced sideways at me and muttered to their friends. One girl deliberately stepped out of my way, as if I carried a contagious disease.  

    I guess I did have a disease: I was pathologically uncool. A social pariah. Whoop de do. 

    “Weakling,” I heard someone hiss.  

    “Look, it’s weakling,” another whispered.  

    “What’s Gordon doing here?” said another. 

    I felt as though every single person in the atrium was watching me, though of course they couldn’t be. Could they? I tried to take some comfort from the fact that even though I hadn’t seen Ali yet, I hadn’t seen Sam or Bill or anyone else from the football team yet either. 

    I made it to the double doors and tapped my ID card to the reader, which beeped and let me in. This also served to officially register my attendance for the morning.  

    Well, I had shown up now. I might as well grit my teeth and try to bear what the day had for me. 

    I looked at my timetable on my phone. A walk down a dusty corridor to the Humanities wing, dodging more students as I went and overhearing more hushed comments, and first period I had English.  

    In English, pretty much right away Mrs Dean asked me if I could meet with her at the end of lunch after she finished running debate club. Oh God. She probably thought the Miracle Force story I had handed in to her for my creative writing assignment was a load of juvenile garbage and would want me to rewrite it. I spent the whole of the lesson on Macbeth wondering how I was going to explain it to her, and what I would write instead.   

    After English I had Math, which went even less well. My Math teacher was a young, tall, spindly guy called Mr Edwards, fresh out of college. He seemed absolutely miserable to be a teacher, and he struggled to control even my normally well-behaved top-set Math class. I hadn’t quite been able to follow how to do simultaneous equations from the remoteness of my hospital room, so when he called on me and I didn’t know the answers I got irritated chastisements. 

    In break, I went and hid in the toilets, shutting myself into a cubicle and praying to the God that I didn’t believe in that this day would pass more quickly.  

    It didn’t.  

    After break was Gym class. No football team players in this bottom-set, thankfully. They were probably off somewhere practicing for a game, but I did have to climb the dreaded ‘rope’. Hospital had made me even weaker than before and I failed outright to get anywhere up the rope. Coach Aardman bellowed at me that I was a pitiful useless worm then sent me off to get changed. I wished I had superpowers. 

    Period four was Shop. I hadn’t been sent work to do for this class at home. Everyone else was already half-way through making their desk-lamps, so I had a lot of catching up to do. When I failed to cut a circle of plastic properly Miss Henderson looked over her glasses at me like I was some sort of slow-witted imbecile. 

    Maybe I was. I had been to a special school for a while, after all. 

    At lunch I sat at a small table by myself.  

    Ali, Sam, Bill and the others might have been in the crowded lunch-hall, but if they were I didn’t know because I spent the whole time staring down at my grey quorn sausages and instant mashed potatoes.  

    Towards the end of lunch, I moped back over to Mrs Dean’s room, gritted my teeth, and knocked on her door. Oh well. Here we go. This day couldn’t possibly get any worse. Could it? 

    “Come in, Gonzalo.” 

    I walked over to Mrs Dean’s desk where she stood on the other side of it. Mrs Dean wore spectacles, brown curly hair and a kind smile, though she often hid that last one behind a mask of severity which I knew was all an act. In front of her on the desk was a fat, typewritten printout. Oh God, I thought, not again. I had recognised the header on the top page. This was all too reminiscent of that disastrous meeting with Ali. 

    “Gonzalo…” Mrs Dean said eventually, “first, how are you doing? 

    “Huh? Me? Oh, I’m ok I guess…” A personal question from a teacher? 

    “I know you’ve been through a lot recently, what with the incident outside of school, and your stay in hospital. How has your first day back been?” 

    “Er…it’s been ok, I guess,” I lied. I didn’t want to tell her the truth because I didn’t want to start crying in front of her. “I’m just trying to take it one day at a time.” 

    “That’s very wise. You do that. One day at a time.” 

    “Right.” 

    “Right.” 

    Awkward pause. 

    She put her hand on the pile of paper. “Now, Gonzalo, I’ve asked you to come to see me to talk about your creative writing assignment. Thank you for sending your ‘Miracle Force’ story through to me for the deadline a few weeks ago. I should tell y—” 

    “Er, yeah, about that,” I butted in. “I’m really sorry. I know I got a bit carried away, and I know it’s dumb and childish. It’s a load of garbage, really. I’m sorry. I’ll re-do the assignment if you want. Just please don’t fail me for it, Mrs Dean, I need to keep a good GPA for my future applications. I’ll re-do it.” 

    Mrs Dean didn’t reply immediately. Instead, she frowned at me, took off her glasses, placed them on her desk, and frowned at me some more. 

    Come on, don’t leave me stewing here. Just tell it was garbage and that I can re-do it. Fricking teachers. 

    At last, she spoke. “Young man, I do not think this is ‘garbage’.” 

    “You don’t?” 

    “No. In fact, I asked you to come to see me so that I could tell you what an accomplished piece of creative writing it is.” 

    “You did?” 

    “Yes. It’s very accomplished, for a fifteen-year-old. You have a very rich imagination. I especially enjoyed the invented episode in your apartment, and all the intrigue around the ‘Djinn’ character. Is it definitely yours?” 

    “Er, yeah, it’s mine. I guess I just read a fair bit, and in hospital I read a few books about creative writing after you set the assignment, and just did what they said and, you know, had a go. I guess I worked pretty hard on it.” 

    “You must have. It’s so accomplished for a fifteen-year-old, in fact, that I entered it into a competition for young underrepresented writers run by Columbia University.” 

    I stared at her. My mouth was open, but no words came out. 

    “They loved it, Gonzalo. They want to offer you a scholarship there when you leave high school. Provided you graduate from here and maintain your high GPA, of course… Congratulations.” 

    The world had taken on a warm, golden hue. I remembered this. This had happened once before… 

    “A scholarship to go to college…?” I said, still not completely believing. 

    “Yes,” said Mrs Dean, smiling. 

    That was a dream in itself. 

    I dared to risk another question. 

    “So I could study…” 

    “You can study what you want, so long as you take it for the next two years and maintain your grades, and so long as you take some classes in creative writing when you’re there.” 

    “…Physics?” 

    “I don’t see why not. Mr Oswald tells me you’re very strong in Physics.” 

    “YES!” I jumped up and down on the spot, ran round the desk and gave Mrs Dean a big hug. 

    As soon as I realised what I was done, I leapt back, horrified, the golden tint to the world disappearing for a moment. 

    “Oops. Sorry, Mrs Dean, I didn’t think…” 

    Mrs Dean coughed into her hand. “Ahem. That’s quite alright, Gonzalo. Though don’t do that again. You must be very excited. That was all that I wanted to tell you—but I wanted to tell you in person. I’ll have the confirmation letter sent through to you in the mail. That’ll be all for now.” 

    Mrs Dean’s brown curls glinted in the golden light that filled my vision. “What do I do now?” I said, like a puppy who had just won a prize awaiting its next instruction. 

    “What do you mean, ‘what do I do now?’?” Mrs Dean said, her warmth retreating back behind a mask of teacherly sternness. “You go back out there, you work as hard as you can, you graduate from high school, and you go to college. Off you go, Gonzalo.” 

    “Yes, Mrs Dean.” 

    I picked up my bag and walked towards the classroom exit, weightless with wonder. 

    “Oh, and Gonzalo?” Mrs Dean called out as I reached the door. 

    “Yes, Miss?” 

    “Don’t get in any more fights.” 

    I smiled at her. “I won’t, Miss.” 

    I shut the door behind me. 

    “YES!” I said, and jumped up and down on the spot, pumping my fist in the air. Some passing kids scrunched up their foreheads at me like I was a total freak, but I didn’t care. A college scholarship! Creative writing and Physics! What more could I want? I couldn’t wait to go home and tell my Mom. 

    The bell rang. Oh. I had forgotten there was one more lesson left in the day. What was it? 

    Physics.  

    This was the real reason why I had come back to school, why I had been prepared to endure the five hours that had come before it, I realised. The prospect had been hovering just at the edge of my mind, but now it flared there bright and beautiful: Ali would be in this class. Maybe I would get to talk to Ali here. And the way things were going right now, maybe we would be able to resume our friendship again. I couldn’t wait to tell Ali, either. 

    I ran through the corridors and entered the familiar setting of Mr Oswald’s lab, a rectangular room crammed with rows of work-tops, behind which stood pairs of wooden stools.  

    I was first in so I was greeted by the lone, suited Mr Oswald standing behind his desk at the front of the room. 

    “Ah, hello, Gonzalo,” he said. “Good to have you back.” He fidgeted with his hands and looked to one side, as if even he was embarrassed by me. The Physics teacher! They must have been told what happened to me. It was on the local news, after all. But he’s the first to acknowledge it. Maybe he’s the only one who remembers. 

    “Thanks, Mr Oswald, nice to see you,” I said in reply as I took my stool. 

    “Not over there, sorry,” said Mr Oswald. “You’ve been away for quite some time, Gonzalo, and I didn’t know when, or if, you were coming back, and the lab partnerships have been reassigned. Quentin left the school last semester, so with you back it’s an odd number of students. You’ll have to sit at the back and work by yourself for today until I can figure out another arrangement.”   

    “Oh,” I said. “Ok then.”  

    Darn it, I thought as I moved to the back of the lab. Ali’s not my lab partner any more. Oh well, not to worry. I wasn’t going to let this little obstacle stand in my way.  

    I took the stool that Mr Oswald gestured to and unpacked my old Physics lab book from my rucksack.  

    By now my classmates had started to file in one by one, chatting contentedly. I kept my head forward, trying not to be too obvious. She hadn’t come in yet. Then I became aware of a movement of dark hair over to my right. A prickle went up my spine. I risked a glance. 

    There she is! 

    She took a stool next to Peter Tepper in the front row of worktops, over on the right, at completely the opposite side of the classroom from me. He must be her new lab partner. She didn’t look at me once. Had she even noticed me when she came in? All I could see was the back of her head, but I allowed myself to continue stealing glances at her as Mr Oswald ordered quiet and started explaining the experiment we were going to be doing today. 

    She wore her dark hair down to her shoulders, as usual. She sat straight and elegant, listening carefully to Mr Oswald’s instructions, which were completely passing me by. She was still wearing her Abercrombie and Fitch sweater. That was still unusual. Who was she trying to fit in with? 

    Everyone stood up, scraping their stools back from the worktops, and turned around to walk towards me. Surprise pinched my chest, but then I realised that they were just getting up to retrieve what they needed for this lesson’s experiment from the back of the room. I turned round too, looking at Ali one more time out of the corner of my eye as I did so. 

    I moved to the plastic trays arrayed on the work surface at the rear of the lab, reaching them first because of my prime seat at the back of the class. I took one of everything—some wiring, a variable resistor, a voltmeter, a battery, a small wooden block with a bulb in it—trying to watch what my classmates were taking at the same time because I hadn’t listened to what we were meant to do.  

    The other kids stood back away from me slightly as I fumbled my way through the trays—either out of considerateness or, much more likely, because they didn’t want to get too close to this societal outcast and be contaminated by my lack of cool. Well, screw you guys. I’m going to college one day!  

    On my way back to my stool, it happened: I passed Ali. I deliberately took a route that meant I could brush past her elbow in between her and another student as she finished collecting what she needed for her own experiment. I smiled and looked at her… 

    ...but she didn’t even acknowledge me. She kept her eyes forward on what she was doing, and didn’t give me so much as a glance or a raised eyebrow.  

    I sat down again. She must have seen me that time. Mustn’t she? She’s ignoring me. Isn’t she? I guess she’s following through on her promise of everything being over between us. Is she? 

    I slouched in my seat, weighed down by my heart. One of my dreams was coming true. But it didn’t mean as much if I couldn’t share it with Ali. 

    I looked down at the assorted electrical equipment I had collected. I had no idea what to do with it. The whole time Mr Oswald had been speaking I had been thinking about Ali. Weakling, I thought automatically. 

    After a little while of connecting different objects up to each other and poking bits of wire into places they weren’t meant to go, trying to look over at the next row of work-tops to see what other people were doing, Mr Oswald came over and patiently explained the experiment to me again. 

    He stood in front of my worktop, talking to me in soothing tones like I was some sort of idiotic wounded woodland animal, and this meant that he had his back to the rest of the class. Occasionally people looked round at me, whispered, and then grinned maliciously. 

    I couldn’t hear what they were saying but I didn’t have to. Neil Curran turned around and stuck his tongue into the skin below his bottom lip so that it thrust out at me, a gesture that in our school meant ‘dumbass.’  

    Neil Curran, for God’s sake, the dorky kid with the rectangular glasses on the lowest rung of the school’s social ladder, a ladder that apparently I’m not even on. 

    The golden light had gone again by now. 

    Mr Oswald finished his re-instruction and I got on with the experiment. 

    I looked at Ali as much as I dared while I did so. She never turned round once. All I got was the back of her head. Come on, Ali, I thought. I don’t want your pity. You don’t have to welcome me back with open arms or anything. But at least acknowledge me. I just want to talk to you so we can make up and be friends again. I’ll even settle for just being friends this time. I’d given up that other delusion of ever being her boyfriend now, of course. 

    When the bell eventually rang for the end of class, I gathered up my things into my rucksack and was first out of the room.  

    And that’s when I found myself back in the Science corridor, back in the place where my ‘powers’ had first manifested, face to face once again with Bill Jackson. 

    I froze. 
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    His face was a little chubbier than I remembered it.  

    Maybe he had been suspended from sports again after the party incident as well and had put on some weight without the regular exercise.  

    I sniffed. Today he was wearing actual aftershave, not just the aroma of beer. As usual he had the school sports jacket on over his broad shoulders. He had a rucksack over one arm. That was odd—I never remembered Bill doing any schoolwork before. Maybe he had changed too? 

    His lip curled in revulsion. 

    “What are you doing here?” Bill said. He said it quietly. He wasn’t angry, he just sounded surprised, and a little disgusted. 

    I groped for the words, which stuck in my throat for a moment. “Er, I go to school here…?” I said.  

    “’scuse me,” said someone behind me. I was still stood in the doorway to Mr Oswald’s classroom, blocking the exit. I shuffled out of the way and a stream of students began to pour out of the room. 

    “Do you?” said Bill. “I thought you got transferred.” He emphasised the word as if he had only recently learned it. He always emphasised words longer than seven letters, like it was difficult for his brain to process them. We had never had a conversation this long without him punching me before, not in reality anyway. Was he about to punch me? 

    “Er…” I mumbled pathetically. “I did. But then they sent me back here. The...the work was too easy at the other place...” Why hadn’t he punched me yet? 

    “Hi Bill,” said Ali’s voice behind me. 

    I turned around. There she was, last one out of class, incandescently beautiful in her jeans and sweater, dark hair pushed back behind one ear. She shut the classroom door behind her, as Mr Oswald would have asked her to do, so we had the white tiles and strip light of the Science corridor mostly to ourselves. 

    She did a double take when she saw me. “Gonzalo...what are you doing here?” she echoed Bill’s question. Why does everyone keep asking me that? I thought. I go to school here!  

    So she hadn’t noticed me in Physics. Or she was acting. 

    “Never mind that,” I said, “what are you doing meeting up with Bill Jackson after class?” I didn’t answer her question but cut straight to my own, talking to her like we were resuming a conversation we had been having earlier, appealing to the friendship we had built up over the last few months, even if she had allegedly ‘ended’ it. 

    Ali’s lips parted a little and she tilted her head as if to say “Excuse me?” 

    “Hey, watch it, weakling,” said Bill, raising his voice slightly, slipping easily back into familiar use of the nickname he had given me. I realised that he had been restraining himself before, but now in the face of my question to Ali his anger seemed to begin to get the better of him. 

    Some of the students that had just left Physics turned round and started to wander back over in our direction. Their ears must have pricked up at the sound of a possible conflict. At the same time, some students who had been in other classes joined them. Some of them I recognised. There was Rob Packer. And Duke Samson. And other members of the football team. Oh no, I thought, gripping the straps of my rucksack so hard my hands hurt. Oh God. Here we go again... 

     They all drifted over casually to encircle us, a flock of lazy vultures come to watch a killing in anticipation of a corpse. Their conversations petered out, and they stood around us in silent acknowledgement of the gravity of what was taking place: the reunion of one kid with another kid he had put in the hospital.   

     I looked at Ali again. She still hadn’t answered my question. I just shook my head at her. How could you betray me like this? I thought, and I hoped that my expression conveyed it.  

    It might have, because Ali said quietly, “Gonzalo…I tried to tell you before, Bill and I hang out with the same group of friends now... We’re study buddies—I’m helping him with his grades. And we’re actually...we’re actually going out now.” 

    The confirmation went into my chest like a lance of ice. Somewhere in the back of my mind I’d begun to suspect it, but I’d ignored the suspicion.  

    Ali’s eyebrows tipped back and her mouth twisted up like she was mirroring my misery. 

    I don’t want your pity, Ali, I thought. That’s all it ever was, wasn’t it? Pity.  

    A moment passed with the three of us stood there suspended like that in pain and pity and derision. 

    Then, “Come on, babe,” said Bill, loud enough for all assembled to hear, flicking his head to indicate the direction he wanted her to walk in, “let’s go. This creepy weakling’s not worth your time.” 

    ‘Creepy’? Had she told him about my story and our falling out?  

    That was the ultimate betrayal. 

    Ali looked up at me once more and I could see from the way she chewed her lip that she was ashamed. Then she turned and started to walk off with Bill. He wrapped his arm around her. Slowly, the crowd turned to leave with them as well, probably disappointed that they weren’t going to get to witness a fight, a trickle of gossip starting to flow from them.  

    I watched Ali’s sweater-covered back, draped with her hair and Bill’s muscly arm, as she walked away from me. 

    How can you be so cruel? I thought. Am I really that pathetic? 

    Miraculously, Ali stopped.  

    She said something to Bill, then extracted herself from under his arm and ran back over to me. Bill span, his face contorting with perplexed fury. A few other students noticed and looked over their shoulders. 

    Ali reached me where I still stood like a paralysed moron with my rucksack, my hands hanging limply at my sides, outside the door to Mr Oswald’s physics room. 

    “Gonzalo,” she said so that only I could hear. She stood about a pace away from me, rubbing one arm, uncharacteristically awkward. Was she nervous? Now that Bill’s aftershave wasn’t in the way I could detect a sweet, rose-tinted scent on her. Was that perfume? I’d never noticed her wearing perfume before.  

    “I’m sorry,” Ali said. “Last time I saw you I said some unkind things that I didn’t really mean. I was just a bit freaked out by what I read in your story, that’s all. But I see now that you didn’t mean anything creepy by it. And it wasn’t that creepy, really... It was just that you connected one of your made-up characters to me, and I thought it was a bit weird. I know all it was really was that you had a crush on me and, Gonzalo...that’s okay.” 

    With this she reached across the space between us and briefly brushed my hand with hers. 

    What did that mean? Ali was either extremely confused herself or a master manipulator playing some kind of twisted, sadistic game. 

    “Babe!” spoke up Bill at once from his distance about twenty steps away down the corridor, surrounded by his peers. “Come on! There’s a game at the stadium!” 

     “Just a moment, Bill!” Ali called back into the air. She returned her attention to me and spoke again at her previous volume. “Listen, Gonzalo, your story was actually quite good. I really did enjoy reading it. You’re a good writer, like I said. You should keep writing it. Just, you know...don’t pretend that me and the Djinn character are the same person. And I wouldn’t show it to anyone else apart from me, for the time being at least…” 

    “Come on, Ali,” said Bill, grabbing her arm and yanking her away. I had been so enrapt by what Ali had been saying that I hadn’t noticed him walking back over. 

    “Ow!” said Ali, and pulled her arm back to herself. “I’m coming, Bill! Just give me a moment!” 

    “We’re going now,” said Bill, “you don’t have a moment.” He grabbed her arm again and pulled her with him, retaining his grip on her this time. 

    “Hey!”  

    I didn’t think about it, for once I just said it. 

    Bill span round again at once, fixing me with those wild bull’s eyes, tilting his head back a little. “What?” he said. He let go of Ali. 

    In reality, I’d never spoken back to Bill on that day when he broke his knuckles on my face and put me in the hospital. I just made that up to make it sound cooler and more interesting. I never talked back to him. And I’d never talked back to him or made him pee his pants or beaten him up at Sam’s party either. I made that up too.  

    But this was real. This was really happening. 

    I made my choice. 

    “Don’t manhandle her,” I said. “That’s no way to treat a girl. Or anyone.” 

    Bill ground his teeth and seemed to double in size. His eyebrows raised high on his temples. “And what are you going to do about it, weakling?” 

    “Come on,” said Ali, “don’t fight. Don’t do this again. Come on, Bill, he’s not worth it.” Was she just acting to convince him not to beat him me up this time, or did she really think I wasn’t worth it? I didn’t care any more. I decided I was worth it either way, and for once I was going to act like it.  

    I turned my gaze on her, standing next to him. “Ali, why have you decided to go out with this guy? He’s violent. He’s sexist. He’s racist. Only a few months ago he was calling you racial slurs. He’s only going out with you because you’re so beautiful. What could you possibly see in him?” 

    I couldn’t believe what I was saying. I could believe what I had made up that I’d said in this corridor before, because it was make-believe, because I had made it up and I had wanted to believe it.  

    But this was real—and now that it was real I couldn’t believe I was saying it. 

    Behind Bill’s furious form, beyond the froth starting to appear on his upper lip, I could see the flock of students floating back in our direction. They had scented the reopened possibility of a kill. They gathered back around us, talking in hushed voices. I could almost feel their excitement at what was about to happen... 

    “Gonzalo, please…” mumbled Ali. “It’s not like we’re serious or anything...it’s just a casual thing…He started being nicer to me after Sam’s party, and I offered to help him with his grades, is all…” She looked around at our peers as she said this. She looked at Rob. She looked at Duke. She looked at her lab partner Peter. She looked at some other kids. She didn’t look at Bill. 

    Then I realised. Ali just wants to fit in.  She had started the year as the new girl at school, after all. That was why she had started dating Bill. And this group had accepted her now, where they never had me, because of her good looks and her relationship with Bill. This was her way of fitting in.  

     I looked right in her brown, silver-tinted eyes. “Is it worth it?” I said to her. “Aren’t you compromising on who you really are? This sexist, racist thug will just use you and then throw you away like a piece of garbage, and then where will that leave you?” 

    Bill’s knuckles slammed into my mouth and my head snapped backwards. I reeled for a moment where I stood, then fell backwards onto my ass on the tiled corridor. 

    My ears rang for a moment, but then I heard a noise. “Fight, fight, fight!” the flock had started to chant. 

    I staggered to my feet, wobbling slightly.  

    The shock still masked the pain but I knew that I would feel it soon.  

    This is what really happened. I’m telling it exactly as it happened now: No made up stuff; no superpowers; no deluded escapes from reality. 

    I had never in my life spoken back to Bill before. But now that I had started, I figured I might as well carry on.   

    “You can beat me up again, Bill,” I said. “I don’t care. You can beat me up a hundred times. You can beat me up till you kill me. But you will still be a hating, sexist, racist thug. And I will still be smarter, kinder and better than you.  

    “And it’s still not ok to treat girls like that. Or anyone.” 

    Bill roared, strode up to me and grabbed my shirt with one hand, pulled me closer to him as he drew back his fist. 

    “I am going to beat the living shit out of you, weakling!” 

    I shut my eyes. 

    “Don’t even think about it!” bellowed a man’s voice. 

    Bill looked up from me and I followed his gaze. Mr Oswald had appeared in the open doorway to his classroom. He was red in the face and spittle flew from his mouth when he shouted. I had never seen him like this. 

    “Let go of him at once!” Mr Oswald shouted at Bill. 

    Bill let go of me. I guess he still valued his place on the football team just enough. This did happen sometimes; that he was caught in the act. But it had never resulted in a full expulsion—yet. 

    I swayed a little where I stood. 

    “Get out of here!” Mr Oswald shouted at the crowd of onlookers at the top of his voice “All of you! Show’s over! Go!”  

    Some ran, not wanting to incur detentions, some swaggered away defiantly, but they all left, except for Mr Oswald, Bill, Ali and me. 

    “You,” said Mr Oswald, pointing at Bill. “Principal’s office. Now. Come with me. Gonzalo, the Principal will be in touch with you and your mother—I’m sorry that this has happened again. I see now that Jackson is entirely at fault here.” 

    Mr Oswald began to march off, but Bill didn’t go with him. He stood still scowling—at Ali.  

    Oswald turned back round. “Now, Jackson!” he shouted even louder. He was nearly as angry as Bill had been a moment ago. Only his anger was full-grown, adult, and righteous. Bill had no choice but to skulk off with him. 

    Bill looked back at us once as he went, a hate-filled frown distorting his features. He didn’t look sorry. He didn’t look scared. He looked like a sullen, arrogant child. His eyes flashed at me as if to say I will get you for this. And then he and Mr Oswald were gone.  

    I looked at Ali. She was standing very close to me. Tears ran down her lovely face.  

    She opened her mouth a little. What was she going to say? 

    Ali kissed me on the lips. She tasted alive, real, impossible to imagine, and of salt. And a little metallic, but that must have been the blood in my mouth.  

    After a moment she pulled back and looked me in the eyes. 

    “Thank you, Gonzalo,” she whispered. 

    And then she ran, down the corridor and out of the same door Mr Oswald and Bill had gone through but, I knew in my heart, not in pursuit of them. 

    I stood where I was in the Science corridor, right back in the same place I had been when I started this crazy story, and reflected.  

    My name is Gonzalo Lopez, I’m from Williamsburg, New York City and my powers first manifested when I was fifteen, in high school.  

    I mean, I was literally in high school. 

    I don’t mean comic-book style superpowers—though those would be cool—I mean the powers of working really hard at something and getting good at it, of having the courage to talk to girls for myself, and, finally, of learning to speak up for what is right. 

    That was what I had just done. 

    Those are the powers that really matter.  

    I’ve started manifesting them, and I plan to go on developing them. 

      

    THE END 

    

  


   
      

    …OR IS IT? 
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    We walked off the plane and down the portable stairs, immediately hit by immersive heat like we were stepping into a bath. 

    I looked around at this country I had never visited before. 

    Well, an airport doesn’t give you much of an impression of a country, does it? 

    It does tell you something though. We were in a wide, open-air, tarmac-covered area. At intervals of about a hundred metres other planes were parked in line with ours, some with stairs loading passengers on or off of them. It reminded me of the Hangar back at the Base, only it was outside. And there were a lot more planes. Australia was quite a wealthy country, I supposed. 

    Once down the stairs, we crowded into a shuttle bus with the other disembarking passengers of the plane: Me, Mute, Djinn and on this occasion Commander Abram, looking like an affluent businessman in his suit trousers and long overcoat, his jacket and tie peeking out from a ‘v’ where he had left his top button undone. Abram had come with us himself on this mission because it was of a ‘delicate and diplomatic nature.’ 

    “Listen carefully, team,” he had said to us when we were all assembled in the Briefing Room in response to his call (this was the day after the day I had gone back into school) before we left. We sat at the long rectangular table while he addressed us from its head, sneaking clandestine glances at each other. Mute’s and Djinn’s expressions were blank, like I kept mine. The last time Abram had called Mute and me in here had been to brief us about the mission to rescue Djinn. 

    “We’ve made contact with another new metahuman,” said Abram briskly, confirming that this was a similar situation. “You will be leaving to collect her shortly.” 

    I heard Djinn take in a breath under her veil. That’s right—she’s never experienced this before. Mute and I were becoming old hands at it. 

    I clenched my fists underneath the table, remembering our last metahuman collection mission—boarding the train, the blood on the windows, the standoff. Mute licked the space between his mouth and nose. Djinn looked at the table. 

    “Don’t look so worried,” Abram went on. “The target is not in a hostile environment or a dangerous situation, this time.” 

    “Who is she?” I said. “Where is she?” 

    “Thank you, Weakling,” said Abram, which was either a way of acknowledging my helpful questions or gently chastising me for speaking out of turn; I wasn’t quite sure. He pressed a button on his side of the table. “Here she is.” 

    A holographic image sprang up in the middle of the table, projected from a light built in the middle. The image was flat, but it span slowly so that we could all see it. When it span into my view, I saw a reproduction of what looked like a magazine photo of a young, tanned blonde woman in a purple bikini, smiling like she was in on some kind of a special secret, with her hands on her hips. Her hair was long, her eyes were blue, her teeth twinkled, her breasts were full and her waist squeezed inwards before curving out into the round hips that supported her hands. 

    I crossed my legs and fidgeted in my seat. 

    Alongside the photo was a wall of blue text—too much for me to read all in one go before it rotated out of view, but Abram began explaining to us further. 

    “Her name is Aurora Celeste,” said Abram. “She’s a little bit older than you, at twenty, and she lives in Sydney, Australia. As you can see, among other things she’s a swimsuit model. In fact she’s a minor celebrity over there: she started out in modelling but she’s moved into the pop and soap opera acting worlds—a rising star, as it were. And she’s also recently discovered she’s a metahuman.” 

    {What are her powers, sir?} Mute said in our minds. 

    “That is not yet entirely clear, but she appears to be able to emit some kind of electromagnetic pulse—from her mouth. That is as much as her parents were able to tell me.” 

    “Her parents?” said Djinn, unexpectedly. I hadn’t heard her this animated. “If she has parents, why do they let her walk around dressed like that? She looks like a prostitute.” 

    I felt a flush rise in my cheeks, ashamed at the arousal I had experienced. I hadn’t heard Djinn speak like that before. 

    Abram looked at her directly and spoke slowly. “Yes...she does have a different approach to her dress sense than you do, Djinn. Is that going to be a problem?” His tone was gentle, understanding...but also authoritative. 

    Djinn met his gaze for a moment, then dropped her eyes. “No, sir,” she said. 

    “Good. Yes, it was her parents who got in touch with me. They are wealthy members of the Sydney social elite. When her powers manifested, they were in a position to take the liberty of contacting me directly.” 

    The picture span back into my view again now. The girl—woman—was very attractive. She had high cheekbones and her face, while young, was also very...womanly. I bet Djinn was that beautiful underneath her veil, if not even more so. 

    “How did her powers manifest, sir?” I asked, taking my turn to field a question. 

    “It was at one of her pop concerts, actually.” Abram glanced at Djinn and I saw her eyes grow for a moment, but then they shrank again and in any case she didn’t say anything. “Yes, she has a singing career too. Several hundred people were admitted to hospital with internal ear bleeding, though thankfully none died. The microphone and part of the stage were destroyed. They’re blaming it on an equipment failure.” 

    {Oh yeah,} said Mute. {I saw that on the news. That’s quite some equipment failure.} 

    “Are you sure it didn’t just happen because her singing was so bad?” said Djinn. 

    I chuckled. More of this side of Djinn I haven’t seen before. 

    “You’re going to need to adopt a more sympathetic approach,” said Abram slowly, “if Aurora is to join Miracle Force. Which she is. We’re going to go to meet her at Sydney airport to bring her back to New York.” 

    “Er, excuse me, sir?” I said tentatively, puzzled by something. “You’re coming with us too?” 

    “Yes, Captain,” said Abram, “this mission is of a...delicate and diplomatic nature. My presence with you will help reassure the girl’s parents even further that they can trust their daughter to our care.” 

    “Why can’t she just fly up here by herself?” 

    “Another pertinent question, I suppose.” Again, I couldn’t work out if he was telling me off or praising me. “As you may have gathered, Aurora is not yet totally in command of her powers. She is somewhat...ambivalent still about coming here to join Miracle Force, though her parents largely think it is a good idea. She may require some persuading. Hence I thought it would be appropriate for an escort to meet her and accompany her back to New York. You can personally reassure her about the Miracle Force programme and give her first-hand evidence that it is legitimate. Now—” 

    “Just one more question, sir, sorry.” I risked an interruption, as something else was still niggling at me, and had been since Abram had first mentioned the mission. I hoped it was my Captain’s prerogative. “How do we know that Viper won’t be on the trail of this girl too? Like they were for...for Djinn. Especially if this incident has been on the news.” 

    “You are right, Captain,” said Abram. “I was about to say that while the threat level for this mission is low, as the target is not currently being pursued by her own government—” his eyes flicked to Djinn for a moment, “—and her country’s government are cooperating with us, it is not impossible that Viper will have become aware of her and will be trying to capture her, or even to recruit her too. All the more reason to send the three of you, rather than merely inviting her to make her way here by herself.” 

    “Great…” I said under my breath. 

    “If anything happens,” said Abram, “the three of you will be able to cope with the situation ably. As you have already demonstrated. I have every confidence in you. Now, let me go through the logistics with you…” 

    We had boarded a plane within the hour, and that was how we found ourselves here at Sydney airport now, standing pressed together in a shuttle bus, with me trying not to inhale too much of Mute’s bad breath. 

    The bus finally arrived at the baggage reclaim centre and we paced straight through it, since we only had hand luggage—a rucksack each. Even those were basically superfluous, but Abram had told us we had to look as un-suspicious as possible so we needed some kind of baggage. This was an undercover mission, after all. 

    Djinn drew quizzical looks from people who hadn’t already been with us on our plane because of her burqa, but after a moment they always looked away. There was a Muslim population in this country too—even if not many of them wore burqas. 

    She got asked a lot of questions once we had got through the customs queue, though, and was searched by a female officer, even though she hadn’t set off the metal detector. I bet she didn’t like that. I was sure that she would be frustrated, when she could have just teleported into the arrivals lounge or turned invisible and walked straight through the customs unit. 

    {Prejudiced oafs,} she said to Mute and me over our mind link while the lady frisked around her midriff. 

    {They don’t really think you’re a threat,} said Mute, passing on information as he read the lady’s mind. {She’s enjoying this even less than you are. They’re just following protocol.} 

    Eventually they let her through, and we walked through a tunnel and out into the brightly lit arrivals lounge, greeted at once by a sea of people waiting just outside the final electronic barrier, holding up signs, squinting for a sight of their relatives or just looking bored and vacant. People ran up to each other, hugged, kissed, shook hands, or just quietly acknowledged one another and slinked off towards the exit. One man started playing a guitar when he saw a lady who had been on our plane, then got down on one knee and opened a little box in front of her. She said something and they embraced while the people around them applauded. 

    I scanned the crowd for what we were looking for. 

    It didn’t take long to spot. There at the far end was a man dressed in a driver’s uniform—overcoat, leather gloves and with a cap, holding up a sign that said ‘ABRAM’. 

    Well, it couldn’t exactly say ‘Miracle Force’ could it? Let alone ‘Captain Weakling’. 
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    Abram beckoned for us to follow him over to the driver holding up the sign with his name on in the airport arrivals area. 

    When the man saw us walking over to him he put down his sign. 

    “G’day,” he said in proud Australian. “I assume you’re from the organisation that my employer has been talking to in the United States.” 

    “Indeed,” said Abram, and introduced himself, then us using our fake civilian names. He had told us that Aurora’s staff would think of us as students. We were sort of students, anyway—we had lessons at the Base, after all. 

    The man told us his name was Dan and shook our hands. “Great to meet you all,” he said. “If you’d like to come with me.” 

    I was expecting Dan to take us to a car and drive us somewhere, but instead he led us over to a coffee shop in the arrivals area, bought us all coffee, and took us to a table in the corner. 

    At this table sat a young woman in a buttoned-up white coat of light material and beige trousers, with a white scarf done up over her tied-back blonde hair and dark sunglasses. It wasn’t very practical attire in this climate, although the coffee shop was air-conditioned, but it hid her identity from those who weren’t looking for it. 

    I guessed Aurora didn’t want to be identified out in public, since she was apparently a celebrity of some fame. I recognised the shape of her face well enough from our briefing, though. 

    “Here we are, Miss C,” Dan said to the woman, gesturing for us to sit down at the table with her. 

    Aurora didn’t even stand up to greet us. She just stayed sat sternly where she was, two hands holding her coffee cup in front of her, her mouth a tight line. It was impossible to tell where she was looking behind her sunglasses. 

    I supposed we didn’t seem too unusual: two plain-clothed teenagers, two suited men and one discretely dressed young lady meeting up together in a coffee shop. We could be meeting as part of some kind of foreign exchange programme or something, for all people knew. If only people knew... 

    “Mr Abram,” said the young woman. She had an Australian accent but one that aspired to British poshness. “My people tell me that you can help me to understand my new...skills.” She wasted no time with any formalities but cut straight to business. 

    “Indeed that’s right, Miss Celeste,” said Abram warmly, smiling, and took his seat. The rest of us followed suit. “I can tell you all about that. But first, please let me introduce my associates. You will understand if I refer to them by their codenames, since in our organisation we seek to protect our members’ anonymity as much as possible. Of course that won’t be possible in your case, because of your distinguished modelling and music career—” 

    “And acting,” said Aurora. 

    “Of course—and acting,” Abram demurred. 

    {Gosh, this girl’s a bit full of herself, isn’t she?} I heard Mute say in my head over the mind link. 

    {Cut it out, Mute,} Abram said over the mind link. {No chatter.} He held out an open palm to indicate each of us in turn, and spoke aloud again: “This is Mute, from the United Kingdom. He was the first to be recruited to our organisation. This is Weakling, from the US, who joined us soon after. And this is our latest member, Djinn, from Iran.” 

    Aurora merely grunted. 

    “All of these young people,” Abram went on, undeterred, “have...‘skills’, as you put it, just like you.” He dropped his voice a bit, for dramatic effect more than anything else, I judged—apart from the second looks at Djinn nobody was really paying us any attention. “Mute can interact with people telepathically, and fly. Weakling is invulnerable and super strong. And Djinn can turn intangible and teleport.” 

    Aurora still didn’t say anything, but I couldn’t help from noticing that her eyebrows edged up slightly above her dark glasses. 

    The Commander kept going. “Under the direction and tutelage of myself and others at our organisation, each of them has learned to understand, control and even develop their new skills by—” 

    “But have they chosen to do that?” Aurora interrupted Abram. “My people also tell me that your ‘organisation’ is sanctioned by the UN and its nations’ governments. They tell me that these kids aren’t ‘members’ but recruits?” 

    Kids? I looked at Abram. He paused a moment before he replied, but he didn’t seem flustered at all. I hadn’t known that Aurora hadn’t been totally clear on what Miracle Force was. What was he going to say? Is he going to lie to her? 

    “Your people are correct,” said Abram. Ah, phew. He wasn’t going to lie. “Although we are based in the US, my organisation does in fact operate under the authority of the United Nations. We are an international initiative that works for the good of every country, aiming to preserve peace and counteract terror. When you join us, you will be a part of that work too.” 

    Aurora tilted her head forward ever so slightly so that we could just see her eyes for a moment in the gaps above the lenses of her sunglasses. They were cool blue, flecked with ice. “Listen, Mr Abram,” she said, “I’m not going to be anyone’s recruit. If I come with you, it’s going to be willingly.” 

    “Of course,” said Abram. “I completely understand. Would you like to hear from Mute, Weakling and Djinn themselves about how our organization has helped them?” 

    Aurora’s head tilted back now and her eyes were completely hidden again. 

    “Actually, she said, “I think I’ve seen enough already. A couple of pasty-faced teenage boys and a girl who looks like a terrorist herself, with ridiculous superhero names, led by a bearded middle-aged man who talks like a used car salesman. What is this outfit? There’s no way I’m coming with you!” 

    I looked at Abram again for his reaction. I thought I could see just the littlest bit of tension in his cheek as he held his jaw closed for a moment. His eyes flashed. 

    I started a little as Abram spoke to us over the mind link. {I am going to say some things now to try extra hard to persuade this young lady to join us. Do not let them upset you. They are true, but as you know they are not the entire picture. Do you understand?} 

    {Yes sir,} the others’ voices chimed in my mind, along with my own. I heard as much reluctance in them as I felt myself. 

    “Miss Celeste,” Abram said out loud at length, “allow me to be quite clear.” He set his coffee cup down in its saucer. “The particular circumstances of your coming into contact with us may have been quite unusual because of your own unique situation and...means, which have led to us making this offer to you.” He glanced to either side at the three of us Miracle Force soldiers sitting next to him. “But do let me be quite clear: If you do not opt to come with us, you are putting yourself at great risk. If your country’s government figures out that you have developed metahuman abilities—which, by the way, they may already have done, although I have not yet been contacted by them—as part of an agreement based on their UN membership, they will compel you to join us anyway. If you do not join up with us then, you could risk punitive action, including incarceration. Or something even worse. We are not the only organisation seeking to recruit metahumans—as my associates here know all too well. There are others, and some of them will seek to compel you to join them by forceful means, whether you want to or not. What I am doing here by offering you this open invitation is offering you an opportunity to...circumvent the usual processes by which recruits would normally be conscripted to us by their nations’ governments in order to allow you to, as it were, ‘sign up’ freely, of your own accord, with less fuss. I would advise you that it would be very much in your best interests to do so.” 

    I squirmed a little in my chair. This was one of those rare times when Abram sounded angry and disapproving. I didn’t like it. Also, his speech had been a reminder: While I loved being a part of Miracle Force and could never imagine leaving it, I hadn’t ever really had a choice in the matter. I was a ‘recruit’ just like this woman had called us. A ‘conscript’, to use Abram’s word. Still, better a happy Miracle Force conscript than a miserable Viper one... 

    Now Aurora’s mouth had come slightly open. She seemed to have been slightly stunned by Abram’s speech. But it couldn’t have persuaded her, could it? 

    Unexpectedly, Dan, the man who had met us when we first got off the plane, lent in towards Aurora from his place next to her. “Honey,” he said in a hushed tone. “I agree with Mr Abram. I really think it would be best for you if you decided to go with him.” 

    Aurora looked down at the table. Her eyes behind her dark glasses were hidden underneath her eyelids. 

    There was an excruciatingly long pause, pregnant with possibility. 

    Then: “Alright,” she said in a very small voice. “Ok. I’ll do it. I’ll come with you.” 

    “Wonderful!” said Abram, and beamed through his beard. “You won’t regret this decision, Miss Celeste. I can assure you we have your very best interests at heart. As I’m sure you can imagine, we’ve been on a very long couple of flights, so it won’t be practical for us to fly back to the US with you right away. But my assistant will be in touch with you in due course to arrange the logistics of your travel to New York. You’ve made the right decision.” 

    He reached across the table and held out his hand, which after a moment she gingerly took and allowed to be shaken. She was wearing long white gloves. 

    {What?} said Mute over the mind link as we all took our last swigs of our coffees and got to our feet. {That’s it? She’s changed her mind just like that? The three of us didn’t even have to say anything!} 

    {I believe I made quite a compelling argument,} Abram replied over the link. {And it does help that her father is in support of our cause. But your presence here will have meant more than you know, Mute. I am sure that seeing other young people who have powers will have helped to convince Aurora too.} 

    “Thank you very much, Mr Abram,” Dan, who I had realised was Aurora’s father, said as he shook Abram’s hand himself. “We’re very grateful that you’re able to make this special arrangement for our family.” 

    “Not at all, not at all,” said Abram jovially. “I’m just glad that we’ve all been able to come to a cooperative agreement.” 

    The six of us left the coffee shop together and began walking across the polished floor of the spacious arrivals area towards one of the exits of the airport. Aurora and her father hung back a little, walking behind the rest of us and talking to each other out of our hearing. The plan, we knew, was for the four of us to recover from the flights at a nearby hotel before flying back to New York again, this time with Aurora too. 

    And that, as Mute had said, was it. Twenty-two and a half hours on two different planes, and we had successfully achieved our mission objective in—what?—five minutes? Everything had gone according to plan, without a hitch. 

    Then someone started shooting at us. 
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    I felt the bullets bounce off my head and chest first, then I heard the shots, and saw the flashes of light off in the distance. 

    I looked to my right and left straight away. Djinn had gone intangible on reflex so the bullets had passed through her. Mute had two hands up, palms out, also on reflex, and in his terror managed to stop the bullets aimed at him with his mind. They hovered there, in front of him in the air, like four semi-paralysed horse-flies. 

    That was our cover blown, then. 

    Aurora! I had forgotten for a moment. Where was she? I looked around desperately. 

    There on the floor, behind us, clutching her thigh and shivering in shock. She had been hit by a bullet. 

    Next to her on the ground, lying sprawled on his back, was her father. Blood seeped from several bullet holes in his suit. His eyes were not in focus and he did not move. 

    People screamed. The sound was becoming quite familiar to me now. 

    {Prioritise the target!} came Abram’s voice in my mind. 

    {‘Target’? What?} I thought. 

    {Aurora!} 

    {Aurora, right! Of course!} I wasn’t going to repeat the mistakes from my last mission. Mute and Djinn could take care of themselves. 

    Without thinking about it any further, I jumped on top of Aurora and covered her with my body, acting as a human shield. I had to pin her down by the shoulder with one arm to stop her rolling around, and I cradled her head with my other arm to protect it. 

    “Please, try and stay still!” I said to her as she writhed and wriggled, I imagined still from shock more than anything else. “I’ve got to protect you from being hit by any more bullets!” 

    I could hear more shots going off above me. 

    Even now, in this life-or-death situation in the middle of a gunfight, I could feel different parts of Aurora’s body underneath me that made me feel horrendously awkward. Just protect the girl, you creepy Weakling! I thought. Try not to think about the fact that she’s a twenty-something-year-old Australian supermodel! 

    I didn’t have to try not to think it for long, as apparently Aurora’s shock wore off: she opened her mouth, adding her voice to the chorus of screams echoing around the airport arrivals area. 

    There was a sound like the extended screech of a lorry breaking and I felt an invisible force slam into me, physically lifting me up into the air and sending me hurtling head over heels backwards twenty feet. I came down on my back, crunching into the gleaming airport floor where I left a Weakling-shaped dent. 

    I shook myself and got to my feet, shifting my attention into the mind link. {Djinn, can you get her out of here? Priority is the target!} I was disorientated, but I wasn’t going to mess this up—or almost mess this up—like the last mission. 

    {On it!} said Djinn in my mind. 

    I saw the gunmen now, for the first time. This time there were five of them. As usual, they were dressed in civilian clothes except that each wore a black balaclava over their head. They were carrying AK-47s, but had temporarily stopped firing them. 

    This is becoming too familiar, I thought. Why do these guys keep turning up in exactly the same places as us? I had been prepared from the briefing, but it still pissed me off. They had claimed more casualties, including Aurora’s Dad. 

    {That doesn’t matter right now!} said Mute in my mind. He had heard my thoughts over the link. {Just concentrate on taking them out!} 

    Mute stood about twenty paces away from the gunmen, his hands still held out, a small swarm of bullets suspended in the air in front of him where he had stopped them all in their tracks. His telekinesis must be very strong right now. 

    I took in the situation. People around us were still screaming, but their screams were fading as they fled the area. Everyone wanted to get as far away from this attack as possible. There were more corpses sprawled on the floor than just Dan’s. Some people stayed at the side of their fallen loved ones, sobbing or pleading, but most just ran. 

    A way behind Mute, on the other side of him from the gunmen, Aurora was doing just that, kneeling at the side of her fallen father, her hands over her mouth, saying “No! Please! No!” over and over. 

    Mute had got himself between her and the gunmen. {Well done, Mute,} I couldn’t help from thinking. 

    {Don’t worry about congratulating me, just take out those bloody gunmen!} 

    {I have got Aurora to safety!} came the voice of Djinn. {I will be back to help you in a moment!} 

    A black shape appeared next to Aurora, then disappeared again in the next instant, taking her with it. 

    I had no idea where Abram had got to but, with the target safely out of the way, I knew what I had to do. 

    I rushed at the gunmen. 

    I was all too used to the dull sensations of being shot at now. I wasn’t scared or manic this time, I was just irritated. 

    Pock, pock went the bullets as they ricocheted off my face and chest. 

    “Why are you guys so stupid?” I shouted as I reached the gunmen and their eyes in their balaclavas went wide. “Don’t you know by now that you’re not going to win in a fight with me? Why do you keep trying this?” 

    They couldn’t hear me over the sound of their gunfire. I could barely hear myself. 

    As I reached the nearest gunman he cast his gun to one side and pulled out a glinting knife. It tore a gash in my civilian jacket, but just glanced off my arm underneath. 

    I caught his hand and twisted his arm around behind his back so he dropped the knife. He cried out in pain. 

    With my other fist I delivered him one of my trademark ‘weak punches’ to the side of the head. It was just hard enough to render him unconscious—I had been practicing at the Base. The man dropped to the floor. 

    Unable to keep myself from smiling to myself at my own skill, even in this horrible situation, I looked up for the other balaclavas. 

    Two of the remaining three had turned their guns on Mute, who was now flying through the air towards them, holding a growing cloud of their bullets in suspension in front of him. He had been practicing too. 

    As Mute came down he brought a vicious soccer kick across one of the Vipermen’s faces, sending him sideways to the floor and knocking him out as well. 

    For a moment it looked as if the gunman next to him was going to get a clear shot, but Mute was ready. Another bullet joined the cloud that surrounded Mute and hung in the air. 

    Djinn appeared behind the gunman with a shimmer and punched him hard in the back of the head. His eyes rolled backwards and he went over. 

    We were getting really good at this. 

    That left one. 

    This one wore a black suit along with his balaclava. 

    I hadn’t noticed in the chaos before, but this one wasn’t holding a gun. 

    {Why isn’t he holding a gun?} I thought as Mute and Djinn formed up on either side of me. 

    {Maybe he panicked and dropped it,} said Mute. {Try nonviolent negotiation strategies. Maybe we can get some intel out of him.} 

    {Sir, what do you think?} I thought over the mind link, for Abram. 

    No reply came. 

    {I teleported him a little way away to safety,} said Djinn. {I think he’s talking to Aurora.} 

    “Put your hands up!” I said to the black-suited balaclava-wearer, who stood only a few paces away from us. 

    “Or what?” he snarled. His voice sounded oddly familiar. 

    I frowned. Wasn’t it obvious? “Or we’ll have to incapacitate you. You’ve seen what my friends and I can do.” 

    Slowly, the man put his hands up above his head. His suit jacket stuck out a bit to either side with the awkward motion. 

    “Why have you come here?” I demanded of the man. “Why do you always know where we’re going to be? And why do you keep coming when you know you can’t beat us?” 

    The man said nothing. He had dark eyes, hard to make out in his headwear. All of a sudden, they twinkled. 

    The man began to laugh. 

    “Aha...” It leaked out as a little trickle at first, like he had been stopping himself from laughing and had lost his self-control for a moment. Then more laughter followed, building to a horrible, deep-throated, maniacal cackle. “Aha..ha...hahahahahahahahHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!” His head wobbled in the balaclava. 

    {This guy’s mental,} said Mute in my mind. 

    I didn’t reply. I had realised where I recognised the voice from. 

    I walked towards the man. He carried on laughing, and brought his hands down from above his head to clutch his belly. 

    I reached the man and put a hand on top of his balaclava. He stopped laughing then. 

    I looked into his eyes. Dark, dark eyes. 

    I pulled off his balaclava, and looked straight into the face of… 

    ...Dr Black. 
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    “Dr Black?” I said out loud. “What are you doing here?” It was definitely him: black hair, slightly wrinkled middle-aged face, sallow eyes. 

    He didn’t belong here. What in the world was going on? Had I received some kind of concussion from the fight with Viper? Had I entered some kind of dream state where all the different parts of my life were blending into one? 

    My mind raced with possible answers. This was real—I knew I wasn’t dreaming. So what was Dr Black doing here? Did he have business in Australia? Had he been on our flight without us realising it? Supposedly he was friends with Abram. Was he here to see Abram? Or was…? 

    And then it happened. 

    Dr Black’s eyes turned completely black. I took a step backwards and dropped the balaclava. 

    “You stupid little useless weakling!” he bellowed at me, wrinkly cheeks quivering. “You’re always getting in the way, frustrating my plans! We were meant to win this one! We were meant to capture that Australian hussy for our side to raise our profile! But you’ve made a mess of all of that now, haven’t you?” 

    I had never heard him shout before. It was horrible. And what was he saying? I couldn’t make sense of it. All of a sudden I had started to feel very cold and afraid and hopeless, like all of my happiness and energy was ebbing out of my feet. 

    Worse, even worse, as he said these things, a bubble of...darkness started to emanate out of Dr Black. That’s the only way I could describe it. It started growing out of his chest: A blob of blackness appearing in front of him, with crackling sparks at its edge. Then it expanded, becoming a sphere of darkness that enveloped him, and grew further still, reaching out in all directions, including towards me, the electricity at its border hissing and fizzing. To either side of me I was dimly aware of Mute and Djinn dropping to the floor. The air smelled faintly of burning. 

    I stood rooted to the spot with terror. As the sphere of darkness reached me my face prickled and a shiver ran up my spine. Then it passed through me and I was inside the bubble of darkness with Dr Black. 

    I could still see him, but only dimly as my eyes adjusted. It was like inside the sphere he had created it had become night. The whole airport arrivals area had been plunged into darkness. 

    Dr Black was standing cruciform, with his arms stretched out to either side, and laughing again. While I could just make out the pale skin of his hands and face in the darkness, his eyes were two sunken pits of oblivion set in the silhouette of his head. 

    “Hahahahaha!” he cackled horribly. “You may have fucked up this part of our plan, but I will repay you with what you deserve! You have outlived your usefulness, ‘Weakling!’ You were my greatest mistake!” 

    I didn’t understand what he was saying? ‘Plan’? ‘Our’? Who was he talking about? I didn’t know, but I knew his words were horrible. I knew this man should not be involved with my mother. I knew I was in danger. I bunched my hands into fists. 

    “Ha!” Dr Black scoffed at me. “Don’t even think about it!” 

    A jolt went through my chest and I doubled up. It was a jolt of cold, of grief, like I had just received the news that I had lost a loved one. I had felt cold already, but this was sub-zero. It was like my heart had suddenly turned to ice. And with the ice, with the cold, came a wave of the most overwhelming despair and hopelessness. 

    I fell to the floor and curled up into a foetal position, clutching my head with both hands, scrunching my eyes up as I was consumed by darkness. I could hear myself screaming somewhere, far and off and distant. 

    As I convulsed on the floor in the darkness, Dr Black’s voice boomed inside my mind. 

    “YOU KNOW ME AS DR BLACK,” it said, straight into my head, “BUT YOU CAN CALL ME ‘DR DARKNESS’! YOU’RE NOT THE ONLY ONE WITH POWERS, GONZALO! MY POWER IS TO TAKE DARKNESS WITH ME, TO SHAPE IT TO MY WILL! MY POWER IS TO MAKE YOU FEEL THE TRUEST DEPTHS OF YOUR DEEPEST DESPAIR! MY POWER IS TOTAL, AND IT IS OVER YOU!” 

    As he continued to shout into my skull, like he was standing right over me now, yelling into my ear, though I couldn’t see him with my eyes shut, other voices joined in with his own, layered one on top of another, shouting simultaneously with him: 

    “YOU’RE PATHETIC!” said Bill Jackson with him. “YOU ARE GOOD FOR NOTHING! YOU ARE JUST A PITIFUL, USELESS, LITTLE WEAKLING!” 

    My father’s voice joined the first two voices, shouting “I ABANDONED YOU BECAUSE YOU ARE WORTHLESS!” 

    “YOU ARE A TOTAL DISAPPOINTMENT!” joined in my mother’s voice. “YOU ARE A NO SON OF MINE! YOU ARE USELESS AND A FAILURE!” 

    The voice of Doctor Darkness came in again, even louder. “YOUR MOTHER BELONGS TO ME! I WILL RUIN AND KILL HER! YOU WILL DIE HUMILIATED AND ALONE! I WILL KILL YOU WITH SADNESS! I WILL KILL YOU WITH GRIEF! I WILL KILL YOU WITH DARKNESS! I WILL TEACH YOU THE MEANING OF PAIN!” 

    “No! No! No! No!” I knew I was crying it over and over but I couldn’t hear myself outside my own head. I thrashed around on the ground still clutching at my head, trying to block out the voices, banging my arms and sides against the floor. Pain in my chest. Pain in my head. Pain in my mind. Deep, dark despair. Sadness. Cold, so cold. Only way out to give in. Only way out to give up. Only way out to… 

    ...die. 

    I lay still. 

    The voices continued to shout abuse at me, but gradually they began to dim in volume. They grew angrier and angrier, but also quieter and quieter, as they slowly diminished into silence. 

    I lay curled up in pitch dark silence. 

    Was this… 

    ...death? 

    Am I… 

    ...dead? 

    No. 

    It was something else. 

    I had gone somewhere inside myself to escape from the voices and the horrible things they were shouting at me. It was totally dark, but also silent. 

    A gentle white glimmer of light appeared in my vision and it was all I knew. 

    I heard a voice speak in a whisper. It spoke in my own voice, yet it was if someone else was speaking to me with my own voice—though I could not tell you who. 

    “You are not a weakling,” it whispered to me. “You may be weak, but you are not a weakling. You may be weak, but in your weakness I am strong. You are not worthless. You are not good for nothing. You are worthwhile. You are valuable. You are forgiven for everything you have ever done wrong, if you are sorry, which you are. You are accepted. You are approved of. You are not condemned. You are a beloved son. You will fight now. You are not a weakling. You are Weakling.” 

    With that, the light disappeared and the darkness enveloped me once again. 

    The shouting voices returned, at full volume. “YOU ARE A DESPICABLE, DISGUSTING LITTLE PIECE OF SHIT! YOU ARE A PITIFUL USELESS WEAKLING!” 

    Only now, as well as the voices that bellowed at me in the dark, underneath them, just on the edge of hearing, there was another voice—a still, small whisper of a voice. 

    I tried to tune out the horrible shouting voices by focusing my attention on the whisper. 

    “You are not a weakling. You are Weakling.” 

    Slowly, the cold sensation of hopeless grief began to leave my body, replaced by a warm, kissing fire that spread out from my heart and thawed my limbs, making them begin to tingle. 

    I opened my eyes. 

    I was still lying on the cold airport floor in the darkness, but I could see in it again now. 

    About an inch away from my face were the shapes of two smart, black suede shoes. 

    I put my hands to the ground and pushed myself up onto my feet. 

    The shouting voices stopped immediately. 

    The pale, wrinkly face of Dr Black looked at me in the darkness. His mouth dropped open and his brow wrinkled above his black eyes in confusion. 

    “What...what are you doing, you weakling?” he said to me in a quavering voice. 

    “I’m not really a weakling!” I shouted in his face. “It’s an ironic superhero name, you prick!” 

    Air rushed over my fist as I brought it hard into Dr Black’s gut. 

    For an instant his middle-age belly flab accommodated my knuckles, moulding around them, and then he was launched backwards into the air. 

    The bubble of darkness dissolved at once, and the arrivals area was filled with light again as Dr Black flew across it. 

    He slammed spread-eagled into the far wall with a big ‘Welcome to Australia’ printed on it, hung there for a moment from the force of the impact, and then peeled off, flopping onto the concrete floor and bouncing onto his front. 

    “That was for my Mom!” I shouted 

    He lay unmoving. I did not care if he was alive or dead. 

    I watched him lying there for a moment, my mind lost in a daze. He did not move. 

    Slowly, I returned my attention to my surroundings and looked around. 

    Djinn and Mute were getting shakily to their feet, brushing themselves down. They must have all been trapped in the enclosing darkness from Dr Black that I until recently had been trapped inside too. 

    Beyond them, a circle of people watched us. 

    There were some regular members of the public—families clutching their suitcases, suited businessmen with laptop bags, backpackers with smartphones aloft and sunglasses hanging on their T-shirts. There were some Australian airport officials and policeman, discernible from their navy-blue uniforms and the firearms at their sides. There were some paramedics beginning to attend to the fallen bystanders and lead relatives away shivering in blankets, but some just stood and looked at me like the others. 

    They weren’t mocking me. 

    They weren’t jeering. 

    They weren’t taunting. 

    Instead, they were all just standing there, looking at us in dumbstruck, paralysed silence. 

    Then, after a few moments, someone from behind the front row of them started to call out: “Woooooooo!” 

    Another voice answered the cheer. Then another and another. 

    The crowd burst out into applause, clapping and yelling and whooping, jumping up and down and hollering their approval of the scene they had just witnessed before them, of what I had just done in defeating Dr Black—or Dr Darkness, whatever his stupid name was. 

    After a little while of this, a chant began to rise up from in the midst of the throng. At first it was just one theme among the cries of “Wooo!” and “Yeaaah!” and “Well done!”, but then more voices took it up, and it rose and swelled until everyone who was there joined in with the chant. There was an uplift to the second syllable of each word. 

    “Weakling! Weakling! Weakling!” 

    A little boy in a superhero T-shirt beat the air with his fist in elation. A middle-aged lady wept into her handkerchief, I assumed with gratitude. People snapped me with their phones, turned and took selfies with me in the picture. 

    My cheeks heated with a blush. 

    Just in front of the crowd, inside our hallowed circle, Djinn and Mute smiled at me and joined in with the clapping. They stood facing me, holding out their applauding hands to me as if to say ‘Well done, leader.’ 

    The swell of applause rose and fell a few more times, holding me for an embarrassingly long time in stunned standing humility before, gradually, reluctantly, it began to recede... 

    I sensed the requirement of some sort of speech, and held up my hands to halt the applause properly. 

    The onlookers gave me silence. 

    I sucked the air into my lungs. I still felt exhausted, shy and completely out of my depth, but somehow in the exhaustion of victory I found the courage to speak to the people in the face of all of these things. 

    “Er…hello.” It was an inauspicious start, but it was what I had. “I’m really sorry about what you have all had to witness here today. These men—” I waved my hand towards the fallen balaclava-wearers, who were now being handcuffed where they lay by the Australian policemen— “are part of an international terrorist organisation called Viper. Viper would seek to destroy our way of life and bring destruction and disharmony to us all. Thankfully, my colleagues and I—” Here I looked each way at Mute and Djinn. They were standing on either side of me, Mute looking bashfully at the crowd and rubbing one arm, Djinn inscrutable within her burqa. “—were able to intercept and incapacitate them. I am only sorry that we did not become aware of them sooner and that we were not able to prevent more lives from being lost.” My eyes fell on the body of Dan, Aurora’s father. A couple of paramedics had placed it on a stretcher and were pulling a sheet over it, their faces each a pale picture of regret. 

    I paused in my speech, and looked around a little more among the assembled crowd. I couldn’t see him. 

    {Where’s Abram?} I thought into the mind link. 

    {I can’t get a lock on him anywhere nearby,} said Mute. {Maybe he’s still attending to Aurora.} 

    The crowd were still looking at me. This pause was growing uncomfortably long. 

    {What else am I meant to say?} I thought. {Am I allowed to tell them about Miracle Force?} 

    “I do not know what Mr Abram would say,” Djinn said out loud, but quietly enough so that only I and Mute would hear. “But it seems to me that—how would you say it?—‘our cover is gone’ now, no?” 

    {She’s got a point,} thought Mute. {I think we’ve gone public now, Captain, whether we like it or not…} 

    A few people in the crowd started forwards, but I held up a hand, and they stopped. Some of them gasped, apparently afraid that I was going to do something to them. 

    Here goes nothing.  

    I resumed my speech. “Just so you know…” I said.  

    I really need to work on my openings. 

    {Got that right,} said Mute. 

    “Just so you know,” I repeated to the crowd, “we are from a UN-sanctioned counter-terrorism and global peacekeeping unit called Miracle Force. We will do you no harm. Our job is to protect and preserve international peace and safety. These are my associates Mute—” I nodded right. “—and Djinn—” I nodded left. “And, er, as you may have heard, I’m Weakling.” 

    Silence. 

    “Er,” I said. “That’s all, I think.” 

    At this, the crowd surged forwards towards us like a river bursting from its dam. Another huge cheer went up, and I heard more cries of “Weakling! Weakling!” At the same time what felt like hundreds of camera flashes went off and a whole melee of different people pushed themselves forwards towards me, fighting with each other to get to me. I could couldn’t keep track of them all but I made out a few faces in the mad scramble. 

    “Sarah Tyler, Sydney Herald : what is the precise nature of your special abilities, Mr Weakling?” 

    “Can I have your autograph?” 

    “Sign my T-shirt! Sign my T-shirt!” 

    “Is it safe to touch you?” 

    “How long has this ‘Miracle Force’ been in operation?” 

    “Where did you come from?” 

    “Who is in charge?” 

    “Are you single?” 

    “Get back! Get back!” 

    This last was shouted by a couple of Sydney policeman, who together with a number of their colleagues formed a line in front of us and began to shove back the frenzied newspaper reporters and members of the public. Working furiously and efficiently, they pushed them backwards and ushered them behind a yellow-tape barrier which had been hurriedly erected, creating a cordoned-off area with only policeman, paramedics, the fallen, and me, Mute and Djinn inside it. We could only look on in bewilderment. 

    One of the policeman came up to us. “I’m going to have to ask you to come with us.” He pulled out a pair of handcuffs. 

    The surprise was like a slap in my face. “Er, excuse me?” I said to him. Another pair of policemen approached Mute and Djinn, also with handcuffs. “We just saved you! We’re the good guys!” 

    I was so shocked I didn’t stop him from putting the handcuffs around my wrists. “Be that as it may, young man,” said the policeman, a stocky man who spoke aggressively, “you have just been involved in a terrorist incident. I’m going to have to take you and your associates in for questioning.” 

    “I’m sorry sir,” someone was saying nearby, “but you need to stand back behind the barrier. This is a crime scene.” 

    “Oh, shut up. Get off me, you dullard. Look, here’s my clearance. I’m their Commander.” 

    That was Abram’s voice. He had pushed his way through the crowd and was striding towards us. Behind him was Aurora, eliciting more gasps and shouts from the scrambling crowd behind the barrier, since her dark glasses and scarf had gone. She looked pale and in shock, quivering, her perfectly proportioned cheeks wet with tears, but she walked along behind Abram almost obediently all the same. 

    “Get away from him,” Abram said to my stocky captor, waving a little leather wallet that had his picture and some writing on a rectangular square in a plastic holder inside it. I had never seen him this angry. 

    The policeman said “Hey!” but then looked at the wallet. He stepped back. “Oh, sorry sir.” 

    I was so glad to see Abram and I was sure my face showed it. 

    “Commander,” I said. “I hope you don’t mind, but Miracle Force has gone public now. I didn’t really seem to have another choice.” 

    Abram put a reassuring hand on my shoulder and pulled me in close so that he could speak into my ear. 

    “What is your problem, Gonzalo?” he said. “Why won’t you just die like a good little boy?” 
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    “What?!” 

    The Commander pulled his head back from me and his eyes glowed yellow. “Djinn, Mute, Miss Celeste—kill this Weakling, please.” 

    The syllable “What?!” formed on my lips again, but before I could utter it a titanic force smashed into me and knocked me forwards. This time I went tumbling head over heels across the airport floor, denting it as I went, and landed on my front far away. 

    I pushed myself up on my elbows, then snapped the handcuffs which had still been uselessly attached to my wrists. What?! No...not Abram, too... And Mute and Djinn? 

    Once again, within the space of a few minutes, my whole world was crumbling down around me. 

    But there wasn’t even time to despair or to assess the situation. Before I could think of anything else, another shockwave of force smashed into me, knocking me sideways so that I rolled over and over on the floor. 

    I stopped rolling eventually and skidded along my back, knocking into the prone form of Dr Black by a wall. A paramedic had been attending to him, but now the man got up and ran off as fast he could. 

    “Ow…” I moaned as my limbs and chest complained with pain. Aurora’s attacks actually hurt me. That wasn’t a good sign. I got shakily to my feet. Dr Black was still out cold; that was a mercy at least. 

    People were screaming and running away again. A few crazies stayed where they were, holding up their phones to film what was happening. 

    And there was Aurora, drawing in her breath, her chest expanding, her mouth closed, tilting her head back, about to release another attack at me. 

    “Shiiii—” I started. 

    The word got drowned out by another impossibly loud, ear-splitting, female shout. 

    This time I braced myself, managing to put one foot slightly backwards and hold up my arms in an ‘X’ in front of me, fists clenched, just before the force of the impact from Aurora’s sonic scream ripped into my body. 

    This time I wasn’t knocked over, though as the wave of sound moved through me I vibrated where I stood. 

    It still hurt though. Lots. It was like being punched everywhere in my body simultaneously. 

    I’m going to die, I realised as the vibrations subsided. My thoughts became slow and calm in the face of likely death. First Viper, then ‘Dr Darkness’, now this. Abram I had begun to wonder about, but Mute and Djinn—how could you betray me too? I thought you were my friends. I thought you were on my side. What did I do to deserve this? 

    Nobody heard me. Nobody replied over the mind link. 

    I lowered my arms. I could see Aurora drawing in another breath. Mute and Djinn stood next to her, and behind them all stood Abram. They all looked on in cold, grave silence. Mute had a hand stretched out behind him and was apparently telekinetically holding a number of the policemen at bay so they wouldn’t interfere. 

    I looked at my friends, pleadingly. “Mute! Djinn!” I called out. “What are you doing?! Please! Stop this!” 

    “He’s too close to that wall,” I heard Abram say. “It will absorb too much of Loudmouth’s blasts. Djinn, put him back in the middle of the room. Mute, hold him in place while Loudmouth finishes the job.” 

    Loudmouth? I thought. “So Aurora has her own codename already?” I said. “Or did you already know her before? Was this whole thing some kind of set-up?” 

    None of them replied, but the air around Djinn shimmered and she appeared next to me. 

    I felt a lurching sensation in my stomach, and all at once Djinn had disappeared again. 

    A way in front of me, as Djinn reappeared at his side, Mute put out his hands and made a clawed, gripping gesture in the air with both of them. 

    I felt invisible force constrict around my wrists and ankles, pressing down on them. I tried to resist and push back against it, but it was like I was being held in place by a knot of tight, invisible rope that even I could not break out of. My hands pressed involuntarily against my hips, my arms pinned to the side of my body, and my feet stayed stuck to the spot. I stood straight, ready for Aurora’s next blow. 

    Since when had Mute’s telekinesis been this consistently strong? Had he been lying to me about the strength of it all along? Had that been a deceptive part of this set-up as well? 

    Or was...was Mute really scared as well right now, just like I was? Fear made his telekinesis stronger. 

    Next to Mute and Djinn, Aurora looked intently at me, about to attack again. 

    I should have tried to put my hands up to defend myself again, but Mute’s invisible grip on me was just too strong, and in any case I had now lost the will to fight. 

    Nobody was my friend. Nobody was on my side. How could they all be working against me? 

    Aurora opened her mouth and shouted again. 

    WHAM. 

    My whole body shook, but I stayed fixed in place. Without being able to fly backwards across the room, my body took even more of the force of the shockwave. My limbs shouted back in extreme pain. My lungs were on fire. I felt a trickle of something run down from inside one of my nostrils and over my lips. Blood. 

    I was going to die. 

    WHAM. 

    This one loosened a tooth in the back of my mouth. My chest felt like it was going to collapse inwards. All of me screamed pain. 

    I shut my eyes. At least I still had control of those. Mute’s telekinesis was only acting on my arms and legs to keep me held in one place. At least I didn’t have to look at the people I had until recently thought of as my friends while they killed me. 

    How could they do this? I thought. What was even the point of stringing me along all this time, only to turn against me now...? I didn’t understand it… It didn’t make any sense... 

    WHAM. 

    It was dark behind my eyelids. Everything had gone still and quiet again. The pain was diminishing, but for the wrong reasons. I couldn’t have long now. 

    WHAM. 

    I barely felt that one. Images from my life began to pass across my mind’s eye in the darkness. So this really does happen when you die, I thought somewhere, very quietly. 

    There was my Dad, smiling and holding me as a baby in the picture I kept on my bedside table at home. Well, he didn’t stick around for long. A useless father he turned out to be. Next, my mother, seated behind a birthday cake with me, then sat pouring over reams of obscure Hebrew poetry, then falling into the arms of...Dr Black. Oh Mom. I knew that guy was bad news. But now I’ll never get to tell you. Now I’ll never get to stop you from marrying him, or even to see you again… 

    Next came an image of Ali, in her jeans and sweatshirt in Physics class the first time I had met her. Ali...I thought for a while that you were my friend, even that you might like me. But you were just humouring me all along. You thought all of my writing about Miracle Force was made up. Well it’s real, Ali! It’s real! It’s real, and now I’m going to die because of it... 

    And there, almost at the point of total despair once more, almost at the point of death, that still small voice spoke to me again, in my own voice. It was very small, and very faint, only the quietest little whisper just at the edge of my thought, but it was there: 

    Come on Gonzalo, it said, we’ve been over this. We’ll go over it as many times as we need to. You’re weak, but you’re not a weakling. You’re Weakling. You must fight. You must not give up. 

    I must fight. I must not give up. 

    I opened my eyes. 

    Loudmouth. Mute. Djinn. 

    Maybe Mute’s telekinesis was holding my mouth shut, but at this point I didn’t feel as though I had the strength to move my mouth to speak to them. 

    I could still think, though. 

    In desperation, I reached out in my mind. {Mute!} I thought as loudly as I could, selecting him as my best bet. {Mute, why are you doing this?!} 

    Nothing. Mute continued to frown with concentration as he applied telekinetic pressure to hold me in place. 

    {Mute, please!} I thought. {Stop this! Aurora’s going to kill me!} 

    Still nothing. 

    I remembered something. {Tom, please!} 

    Still nothing... 

    ...then, miraculously, Mute’s frown cracked, metamorphosing into a furrowed look of concern. 

    He continued to hold his hands out and to apply the telekinetic pressure as Aurora’s shockwaves slammed into me, but now I heard him speak in my mind, frantic and urgent, {Gonzalo! I’m so sorry! I don’t know what’s come over me! It’s like I’m watching myself attack you but I can’t stop it! It’s like someone else is controlling me!} 

    A small bubble of hope formed in my breast, though the pain I was experiencing nearly popped it. Mute wasn’t doing this of his own free will! {I knew it!} I thought. {How—arrrrggggh!} Another shockwave. The pain was almost too much to bear now, but I held onto my mind as tight as I could and forced my thoughts to stay coherent. {How can that be possible? Who is controlling you?} 

    {I don’t know! I don’t know!} 

    I swivelled my eyes back and forth to try to see who could be controlling Mute, Djinn and Aurora. 

    In the end, there was only one option: standing a little ways behind the three of them, but apart from the crowd of policemen and onlookers. 

    Mute must have realised too, because I heard his voice say the same words inside my mind at exactly the same time that I thought them: 

    {The Commander!} 

    Abram's eyes flashed furious yellow at me. 

    {Abram has powers too!} I thought. {How did I not realise this before?} 

    “Arrrgggrgh!” I screamed. Another of Aurora’s sonic assaults had buffeted into me. My chest felt like it was about to rip apart. I blacked out for a moment. 

    {–sorry, I’m so sorry!} I heard Mute thinking when I came to and my vision returned. I must have only blacked out for a second. {I don’t want to be doing this but I can’t resist him! I can’t resist him!} 

    {Mute.} Once again, my thoughts were slow, calm, deliberate. My very life depended on them. {Mute,} I repeated. {It must be possible to resist him, because I’m doing it right now. He’s never mind-controlled me—as far as I know! You have to try!} 

    {I am trying! I am trying! I can’t break out of his control!} His hands remained in their clawed posture, though his face was a sweaty, open-mouthed picture of distress. 

    Next to him, Djinn just stood serenely still, watching Mute hold me telekinetically in place and Aurora send shockwave after superpowered shockwave at my near-invulnerable frame. 

    {Mute!} I thought. {Quick, set me up a mind link with Djinn! Can you still do that?} 

    {I—I think so. Ok…} 

    {Is it on? Have you done it?} 

    {Is what on?} spoke Djinn’s voice in my mind, as she instantly frowned from within her burqa. {Have I done what? How are you speaking to me like this... Weakling?} 

    {Djinn! Please! I know that Abram’s mind-controlling you into not helping me, but you have to try to resist! If you try you might be able to resist him and save me!} 

    Another shockwave. I blacked out again. 

    When I came to from this one, my vision swam. I thought that a few more seconds had passed this time. 

    By now I had a splitting headache, a splitting everything-ache, but I made myself concentrate until I found Djinn’s form again. 

    There she was, a dark silhouette that slowly came into focus as a girl in a black burqa with two folded arms and brown eyes. 

    I made eye contact with her and sent another thought out across the void into her mind. 

    {Djinn, please! You’ve got to try to resist Abram’s mind control and do something, or Aurora’s going to kill me! He’s controlling, Djinn, I know it! I’m not sure what he’s been doing with us all this time but there’s no other explanation for it: Abram must be controlling you somehow! You’ve got to resist him and help me!} 

    {Oh Gonzalo, can’t you see?} she thought back. {I’m not being controlled by him. I’ve been on his side all along. I’m a double agent. Abram controls both Miracle Force and Viper. He’s been using them to manipulate events in order to gain more and more power. And I’ve been working with him.} 

    I nearly died right there and then from shock and grief and exhaustion and horror and pain. 

    Djinn had been a double agent on Abram and Viper’s side all along? 

    Why was she telling me all this now? 

    Was it to humiliate me at the end of my life? 

    And wait, hold on just a second; let me live just a second longer...she called me ‘Gonzalo’. 

    Not ‘Weakling’, not even ‘Captain Weakling’ but just...‘Gonzalo’. 

    As far as I knew, Djinn had never been told my real name. 

    Hope fanned aflame in my breast. 

    But then it was almost knocked out of me as another of Aurora’s attacks wracked my body. The pain was full blown now. My limbs tingled and quivered where they hung suspended in Mute’s mind-grip. I had little time left. 

    {Ali, please!} I shouted inside my mind with what felt like the very last of my energy. 

    Her pupils dilated in her eyes, filling them. I had got through to her. 

    {Yes, Ali!} I thought on. {I know that you’re Ali! I know we had a connection, Ali! I know that you’re good, really, deep down! I know this isn’t who you want to be!} 

    {Be quiet, Gonzalo!} Ali thought back. {You don’t really know me at all. You know nothing about me. You don’t know the person I am, the things I’ve done, the reason Abram found me, the things that I’ve done for him.} 

    {Or been made to by him!} I thought desperately. {Please, Ali, help me! You were my friend! I don’t want to die!} 

    I looked to the side of her. Aurora was drawing in yet another breath for another supersonic shockwave. I wasn’t sure that I could survive any more. 

    This was my last hope. I turned my eyes back to Ali. 

    {I know that you’re better than this! You were my friend, Ali!} 

    She disappeared from my vision. 

    “Aaaarrrggghhh!” 

    I flopped to the floor, landing face down. 

    Aurora’s sonic blast passed above me, missing me, riffling my clothes and making the hair on the back of my head dance. 

    Mute’s telekinetic grip on me had been released. 

    With a huge effort of will, I wrenched my creaking neck up to see what had happened. 

    Ali was wrestling with Abram on the floor. 

    She had her hands over his face, thumbs sticking into his eyes, and they were rolling around on the ground as he writhed and fought and clawed at her, cursing and shouting. 

    “Get off me!” Abram shouted. “Get off me you treacherous little whore!” 

    “His eyes!” Ali shouted as she wrestled. “It’s in his eyes! The power’s in his eyes! He has to keep his eyes on you! Don’t let him look at you!” 

    I looked at Aurora where she still stood a few paces away, to check if she was still a threat. 

    Her mouth was closed. She put a hand to it and the colour drained from her face, as if she was horrified at what she had just been doing. Then, gently, her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she fainted, crumpling up and falling backwards to the floor. 

    No time to check she’s alright now. 

    My whole body was aflame with pain, but I gritted my teeth against it and spread my palms on the ground. My arms wobbling like I was doing a press up for the first ever time, before I had superpowers, I pushed myself up off the floor. I slipped once and banged my chin on the ground, then took a deep breath and tried again. 

    This push got me up. I staggered to my feet. Ali and Abram were still wrestling on the floor. She still had her thumbs in his eyes but he was the bigger of the two of them, and she was only a young woman—he was starting to get the better of her, to force her down onto the ground and start pulling her hands out of his face. 

    I started to stumble towards them, step by agonising step. 

    “Get off me you God-damned little bitch!” Abram bellowed. 

    “Mute…” I gasped. “Mute...help her…” 

    {Coming! Oh God, oh God!} 

    He was here. He was at my side. He was my friend. 

    Abram and Ali went still, frozen in mid-wrestle. Mute had his hands out again and was holding them telekinetically in place as he walked towards them with me. 

    Mute was saying something to Abram with his mind, that I could overhear too. {Why, you no-good, scheming, two-timing, manipulative, good-for-nothing son-of-a-bitch…} he said. {I should kill you right here and now…} 

    “No…” I muttered as we reached him. “Don’t kill him, Mute. I know you wouldn’t anyway… Just keep holding him there...” 

    I finally made it to Abram. I held my breath. 

    I placed one hand over his eyes to cover them, and with the other, and the last of my strength, delivered him a short, sharp punch to the side of his head. 

    Abram’s eyes closed and he went limp, unconscious. 

    I breathed out. 

    Chaos erupted all around me. 

    Police, firemen, paramedics, journalists, members of the public all rushed in towards us. 

    I felt someone take my hand. 

    The last thing I was aware of was that by now familiar sickening falling sensation in my stomach that meant I was being teleported. 

    I passed out. 
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    When I woke every part of me ached. 

    The pain had woken me up. My chest felt like a plane had been dropped on it and it hurt just to wheeze. My legs felt like hundreds of tiny knives were being continually jabbed into them by someone with super strength. 

    I licked the space above my mouth and tasted coppery blood crusted there. I felt like a character in a videogame who had just been thoroughly beaten up by another player and left in horizontal humiliation. 

    When I forced open my sticky eyes, Ali’s face swam into my vision. Her mouth was small with concern. Her long dark hair was slightly dishevelled. She wore a simple black crop-top which showed her smooth tan arms. 

    “You’re not wearing your burqa,” I observed. 

    She granted me a sheepish smile. “Well, there’s not much point in that any more, is there?” Her Arabic accent had disappeared completely. She was Ali. And yet, she had also been Djinn. I knew it. 

    I was lying on a comfy leather sofa; she was kneeling next to me on the floor. I tried to sit up but a muscle in my back twanged in protest. “Ow!” 

    “Don’t try and move,” said Ali. She called over her shoulder “Tom, he’s awake!” 

    Mute’s own concerned face joined Ali’s above me. 

    {How’s he doing?} he said in my mind, presumably in Ali’s as well. 

    “I’m fine!” I said. “Don’t talk about me in the third person!” 

    “You’re not fine,” Ali chastised me. “We’ve just spent the last couple of hours trying to work out whether we should be getting you professional medical attention.” 

    {Here, drink this,} Tom said. He held a glass of clear liquid to my mouth and tilted it back for me. 

    “Ugh!” It tasted like chemicals. Nasty chemicals. I nearly spat it out, but managed to gulp the rest of it down. “Ahhh—what was that?” 

    {Just some soluble painkillers, Weakling,} said Tom as he withdrew the glass. {I know you need something to take the edge off the pain.} 

    “You’ve got that right…” I lay my head back down on the sofa and rubbed my chest, hoping that the painkillers would work quickly. 

    Ali still watched me with concern. 

    “Where are we?” I asked. 

    “A Miracle Force safe-house in the Brookvale district of Sydney,” said Ali. “A furnished apartment. It’s where we would have stayed the night before leaving to go back to the US with Aurora. It’s also...it’s also where I teleported Abram and Aurora to during the fight with Viper, before I brought them back to the airport.” 

    That statement triggered some memories. Not pleasant ones. I winced at them. 

    “Explain,” I said to Ali. I was surprised at my own directness, but an explanation was needed. 

    And then, at last, she explained everything, kneeling next to me there on the floor. 

    Mute sat on a chair nearby and listened as well—though from his lack of complete and total surprise I surmised that he had heard this explanation already while I had been unconscious, if not before. 

    “So...let me get this straight,” I said when she had finished. “You’re telling me that Commander Abram and Dr Black were in cahoots with each other, and that Abram was secretly in charge of both Miracle Force and Viper?” 

    Ali nodded. 

    “Ok, that makes sense of some things at least. That explains why Viper were always in the same place as us or one step ahead of us—in my apartment the night I got recruited, on the train in Iran, and in the airport after we picked up Aurora... But…...why? Why did they engineer things like that?” 

    I looked at Mute. He was staring at Ali, hanging on her every word just like I was. This part was news to him too, after all. So he hadn’t been secretly in on this the whole time, like she had been. 

    Ali chewed her lip. “Well, to be honest, it’s pretty simple really: They were trying to manipulate events so that the Miracle Force initiative would be given more and more authority and jurisdiction. The plan was that as the Viper incidents escalated and Miracle Force defeated them, more and more money and resources were going to be given to Miracle Force. Then, once they had recruited enough metahumans and gained enough power, they were going to…” 

    “What?” 

    Ali gulped. “Instead of using us to defend it, they were going to turn us on the world. Like weapons. They were going to make us into the enforcers of their new world order. They were going to take over everything.” 

    I took a moment to digest this new information. “And you knew this?” I said, heat rising in my aching chest. “And you were just happily going along with it?” 

    Ali looked at the floor. “I...I was...for a while. You don’t know where I came from, what’s happened to me in my life, Gonzalo. I hated the West. I hated America. When I found out what Abram and Dr Black were planning, I wanted to take over the world with them.” 

    I couldn’t believe it. “So you were on their side.” Maybe she’s still on their side. “What changed?” 

    She looked at me funny then, her head tilting to one side, frowning at me like I wasn’t real. I had only seen that look once before—when I had put my hand out to stop her falling over on the subway on the way to Sam’s party, without taking advantage of her. “You came along, Gonzalo,” she said eventually. “I went undercover to get close to you and...instead I got close to you. I fell for you. Against my better judgment...” 

    A likely story. I’ve fallen for this one before. “Ali…” I said. “I’m pretty pleased that I figured out that you were actually Djinn, but all the same, I’m finding this quite hard to believe…” 

    “I know it’s difficult,” she said, “but it’s the truth.” 

    “I—” 

    She lent down and kissed me. 

    “Hmm,” I said when she pulled away. “That helps. Let’s do that again.” 

    {Ahem.} That was Mute. It was odd, someone projecting the sound of themselves clearing their own throat into your mind. 

    “Sorry…” Ali said to him. 

    The lingering taste of her kiss, like scented dewdrops, was lovely on my lips. But those lips still had questions. 

    “Ok, I’ll accept that hanging out with me convinced you to stop hating the West. I guess I am pretty irresistible…” That had been a joke, but Ali and Tom still didn’t have to chuckle quite so loudly at it. “But I still don’t completely get it. Why did you have to go undercover with me, Ali?” 

    “Oh, that’s simple too,” she said right away. “The Commander—that’s what everyone calls him—the Commander has mind control powers, like you worked out. But, for some reason, they don’t work on you.” 

    “Huh?” I said. 

    {Huh?} Mute said. 

    “That’s right,” said Ali. “It’s part of your power, Gonzalo. Invulnerability, super strength and resistance to mind control, apparently. He was furious when it was confirmed.” 

    {When did he find out?} asked Mute. 

    “He always suspected it would be the case, but he found out for sure on your mission to rescue me in Iran. Which of course was all a set-up as well. He told you to focus on retrieving me so that he could ensure that Miracle Force would look good, and you disobeyed him and managed to get Tom to shut him out of the mind-link.” 

    “Woah. So that’s why he was so angry….” I remembered the sound of Abram shouting at me over the mind-link when I was on the train, the sense that he had been holding back a calm fury when he had debriefed me in his office after the mission. 

    {But why did he send you into Gonzalo’s school?} Mute asked. For a moment I had forgotten he was there again. 

    That was right, Ali had turned up at my school shortly before my powers had first manifested. 

    “He wanted to keep tabs on you,” said Ali. “He knew that your powers were going to manifest soon and he wanted someone there on the ground with you. And… And… I guess he wanted me to get close to you so that if you ever rebelled against him he would have some leverage to manipulate you with. But I didn’t think about that too much at the time. To be honest, it was useful enough to him just having the insight into what was going through your head. He wanted to understand you and to know what made you tick, since you were potentially going to be dangerous to him. When you started sharing that document you were writing with me, it was like he had hit the jackpot…” 

    I shifted my weight awkwardly where I lay on the sofa. Now I felt naked. And betrayed, again. All that time not only had Ali been reading my document about Miracle Force, but Abram had as well...because of Ali. Ever since the first moment I had met her in school, she had been working undercover for Abram. 

    “But you joined the school before my powers manifested,” I thought out loud. “How did he know that I was going to develop powers, and that I might be resistant to his mind control?” 

    At that Ali went quiet. 

    I looked for her eyes, but they would not rise to meet me. 

    “What is it?” I said. “Come on Ali, tell us.” 

    {Oh my God,} said Mute. 

    “What? What is it?” 

    {I’ve just read her mind. I know how we got our powers.} 

    “Hey!” Ali turned to him in a flash of irritation. “Stay out of there! I didn’t give you permission to read my mind!” 

    Mute’s face dropped. {Sorry, I was just so curious and I...I couldn’t help myself…} 

    “What?” I pressed. “What is it? How did we get our powers?” 

    {Tell him. Tell him, Ali.} 

    “Tell me what?” I asked. “Why aren’t either of you listening to me?!” 

    At last Ali looked at me again. “Ok...I guess Tom will only tell you anyway… Gonzalo… It’s good that you’re lying down for this…” 

    “Stop stalling. Just tell me, Ali.” 

    “Gonzalo, our powers… None of us are accidents. The Commander and Dr Darkness—” 

    “Don’t call them by those stupid names,” I butted in. I wanted to know what she was going to say, but I couldn’t help myself. “Those are stupid comic book names. This is real. Call them by their real names.” 

    “I doubt they’re their real names at all,” said Ali. “But alright. Commander Abram and Dr Black, they… they… they genetically engineered us to have powers.” 

    “What?!” 

    {It’s true,} said Tom, putting a hand over his mute mouth in shock. {I can see her memories of them telling her...It’s true, Gonzalo...} 

    Ali turned on him again. “I said get out of there!” she snapped. 

    {Sorry, sorry…} 

    She stood and shook a fist at him. “Don’t do that again or I’ll teleport you somewhere you don’t want to be!” 

    {Ok, ok… Sheesh...} 

    “Keep explaining,” I said to Ali, pulling her back into the conversation with me. “What do you mean they ‘genetically engineered’ us to have powers?” It did not make sense. It was ridiculous. 

    Ali sighed, and the red that had flared in her cheeks as she snapped at Mute faded a little. “Dr Black is a genius geneticist and neurosurgeon. A couple of decades ago he experimented on himself and accidentally mutated certain parts of his brain, activating some of its hidden potential—that’s how he gave himself his powers, although his sanity suffered a little in the process. When Abram, who was his friend, heard about it, he asked Dr Black to experiment on him too, giving him powers of autosuggestion.” 

    “‘Commanding.’” 

    “That’s right, commanding.” 

    {Hence ‘The Commander’,} said Mute. 

    “Yes, Tom,” said Ali, with a hint of condescension. 

    “Ok,” I said, “so that’s where they got their powers from. But how do we come into the picture?” There was no way this explanation was finished. 

    “Well,” Ali went on, “once they discovered they could mutate genes to activate these powers, the two of them hatched a plan. They decided to use their powers to infiltrate hospitals and edit the genes of babies in order to give them select powers. This was all about fifteen years ago. The idea was that the powers would lie dormant until adolescence. Then, when they manifested, they would ‘recruit’ the powered teenagers to a fake UN organisation which Abram would set up. That was just a front though. Like I said, their plan was to eventually use all of us to take over the world. Once they worked out that Gonzalo’s power set might accidentally make him resistant to Abram’s mind control, though, they realised they would need to keep a special eye on you. Gonzalo—are you ok?” 

    I had sat up on the sofa and was staring into space. 

    So that’s it, I thought. That’s where my powers came from. 

    It wasn’t a miracle. It wasn’t a supernatural accident. 

    It was two creepy, twisted middle-aged white men messing around with genetics in order to further their own wealth and power. 

    “Those bastards!” I shouted, making Ali and Tom jump. “So they did this to me!” 

    “I know it’s upsetting…” said Ali. “I kno—” 

    “You knew about this all along?” 

    “I… yes.” Her eyes kept finding the floor. 

    “Is she telling the truth, Tom?” 

    Mute licked his upper lip. {As far as I can work out, yes.} 

    Ali shot him another disapproving look, but she didn’t teleport him away. 

    “Hang on,” I said. Another thought had come to me. “So Dr Black isn’t a general practitioner at Mount Sinai hospital in New York?” 

    “No, of course not,” said Ali. “He and The Commander used their powers to set him up at your hospital just for the day after your Mom rang in to make an appointment. Why do you think he started dating your Mom? No real doctor would ever be allowed to do that. That was another way to get potential leverage with you too.” 

    I was physically shaking with anger. “Dickheads,” I said. I thought about Mom. God, this was going to be difficult for her to hear. And to understand. Had Abram used mind control on her too? He must have, to get her to go out with Dr Black. 

    “Why didn’t they ‘recruit’ me straight away?” I said. 

    “They were waiting for you to reveal yourself publicly. That’s how they liked to work—as it meant the governments of the countries they worked in were more aware of the metahuman presence. Then Miracle Force could step in and help them out with it, without revealing that they were involved with it in the first place.” 

    {That’s what happened with me too,} said Tom thoughtfully. {It was only when I got discovered in London that Abram showed up to ‘recruit’ me. But why all the different countries?} asked Tom. {Why not just start with us all in one place?} 

    I wondered if, like me, he was still finding all of this a little difficult to swallow. 

    “It was meant to look like the genetic mutations were occurring naturally,” said Ali. “That way they would be spread out in different parts of the world. Also, by spreading out, they could get more governments on board with their programme. It was a way of extending their reach and power.” 

    “And you knew all this how?” I demanded of her. “They let you in on all this—why?” 

    “I...I was the first of their experiments whose powers manifested, in Syria.” 

    “Not Iran?” Images of blood splashed against train windows zipped across my mind. 

    “Not Iran. Syria.” She hadn’t lied to me about that then, at least. Maybe I really could trust Ali. “I was the first of us to manifest. But by the time Abram and Black got to me I was so angry with the world because… because of what had happened to me in my life up until that point. The way my father treated me growing up; the fact that the Western governments had bombed us for so long. Like I say, I wanted to take over the world with them. So when they saw that, they realised it was better to let me in on what they were doing. I ended up being far more effective working for them intentionally than I ever could have been unintentionally.” 

    I shook my head. “What was the train in Iran all about, then?” 

    “They had decided that it was time for me to join the ‘official’ Miracle Force team. They also wanted to consolidate their strength in Iran.” 

    “And me showing you around the Base and all of that?” 

    “I’d seen it all before. I was just acting. And Abram suspending you, then calling you back in and promoting you to Captain when Dr Black lost his temper with you and let some things slip—that was all designed to keep you emotionally disorientated and dependent on him.” 

    Another set of memories forced themselves into my mind. “What about you coming round to confront me about ‘making up’ Miracle Force? They must have ordered you to do that, too.” 

    “Yeah. When you worked out I was Djinn, Abram was really pissed. But then he realised that he could use it to his advantage. He sent me round as Ali to confront you, since he thought that would keep you confused and vulnerable.” 

    “Well, that definitely worked…” I said. “But what about you carrying on going to my school and being there when I went back for a day to talk to my teachers about what I had missed? What about you going out with Bill Jackson? Please tell me that was all an act too?” 

    Ali’s lip curled and she stuck out her tongue for a moment. “Ugh. Don’t remind me. That was a particularly unpleasant part of my job. Yeah, that was all an act too, of course. Abram wanted me to do whatever I could to get under your skin. He wanted you fragile, so that he could manipulate you even without his mind control powers working on you, if he needed to. When you wrote that stuff in your Miracle Force document pretending to confess to me that it wasn’t real, and about the day you went back into school, he knew we…he knew he still had you in his pocket. He was only annoyed that you stopped sharing the document with me after that, since he lost the insight into what was going on in your head.” 

    “So wh—” 

    {Woah!} Mute said. We each looked at him. His eyebrows had nearly leapt off his face. {Sorry to interrupt, but I’m overhearing some very panicked thoughts… I think that we might be on the news…} 

    “What?” I said. “Quick, turn it on!” 

    

  


   
    38 

    There was a big flat screen TV on the far wall of the safe-house apartment living room. Tom found the remote control and turned it on. 

    On came CNN, with a wide-screen shot of… 

    …the concrete floor and shop-lined, advert-adorned walls of the Sydney airport arrivals area where we had been only a few hours ago. 

    Underneath it was a headline in a red font moving along the bottom of the shot, ‘MULTIPLE CASUALTIES IN SYDNEY AIRPORT TERROR ATTACK’. 

    A newsreader was speaking. “...what we can ascertain from eyewitnesses at the scene is that there has been an armed attack, possibly connected with the right-wing extremist terrorist group ‘Viper’. The police have confirmed that eight people have been pronounced dead at the scene and twenty-six more have been hospitalised from their injuries. Witnesses also report some kind of fist fight taking place after the shootings, but these reports have been highly irregular. Several people are reporting witnessing highly unusual...phenomena during the fight. One member of the public sent us this footage, which does not appear to have been doctored. Viewers are advised that some of these images are disturbing and you may want to look away.” 

    The image cut to a wobbly, but nonetheless high definition shot of the airport arrivals area at ground level. The footage was dark, but discernible roughly in the centre of it two grey, wobbling silhouettes stood facing each other. 

    “Hey,” I said, “that’s me and Dr Black!” 

    One of the silhouettes—me—pulled back its arm and shoved a hand into the midriff of the other. As it did so, the picture suddenly lit up, colours springing into life. 

    Then Dr Black flew backwards out of the shot, from the force of my punch. Off-camera, someone shouted with surprise. The camera-shot panned frantically, the image blurring, but then it found Dr Black again, just in time to capture him slamming into the airport wall and falling down from it to collapse face-forwards on the floor. 

    {Oh shit…} said Tom. 

    The shot of the arrivals area returned and the newscaster resumed her commentary. 

    “We are not at this moment in time sure of who these people were, but eyewitnesses are reporting that there were three young people and one adult at the scene who were manifesting these peculiar phenomena. The whereabouts of these young people is currently unknown. The adult pictured in the previous footage has been taken into custody for questioning, along with one another American man in his forties who seems to have been involved in the incident.” 

    “Turn it off, Tom,” I said. “I think we’ve seen enough.” 

    Tom turned off the screen with his telekinesis. 

    “Well, crap,” I said. “Looks like the cat’s out of the bag now.” I looked at Ali. “What was even the point of this mission, from Abram’s perspective, anyway? Was it only to collect Aurora? Why did Dr Black or Dr Darkness or whatever his stupid name is show up with the Viper thugs this time as well?” 

    Ali spoke carefully. “It was to collect Aurora, yes. But you’re right...there was more to it too... Dr Black came along to… to kill you, Gonzalo.” 

    A shudder went up my painkiller-numbed spine. “I figured that much. So you knew about that too… Why? Why did he want to kill me?” 

    “Well, they argued about it, but they had decided that you’d become too dangerous and so they needed to…‘eliminate’ you. They hadn’t planned to modify your genes so that you would grow up to be invulnerable to Abram’s mind control. That was an accident. Once they realised the extent of what had happened, they eventually decided they needed to get rid of you. And doing it publicly was meant to raise people’s panic and hysteria about Viper, so that Miracle Force would be given even more money and authority. After Dr Black…‘eliminated’ you, I was meant to bring Aurora back to the airport so that she could carry out a staged defeat of Dr Black—without realising that was what she was doing, of course. But when you defeated Alistair, Abram must have lost his patience and turned her—and Tom—on you instead.” 

    “And you,” I said. “You were just going along with this.” I didn’t say it as a question this time. I said it as a statement. 

    She looked at me pleadingly, her eyes glassy with tears. She was either genuinely upset or she was an extremely good actor. 

    “I was going along with it,” she said, “but I didn’t go through with it in the end, did I? I stopped him. I stopped him, Gonzalo. I didn’t like the plan from the start. I wasn’t comfortable about it. My feelings about you had been changing for quite some time. I didn’t know what to do. Jacob and Alistair are scary men. They can be very persuasive and hard to resist—with or without their powers. I’ve seen them do horrible, terrible things to people. Things you wouldn’t dream about in your very worst nightmares.” 

    Try me, I thought, remembering my battle in the airport with ‘Dr Darkness’. 

    “But when you reached out to me,” Ali went on, “when you reached out to me, Gonzalo, when they were hurting you and getting Aurora to turn her powers on you...you tipped me over the edge. I couldn’t stand by and watch any longer. I had to resist. I had to fight back against him.” 

    The words went into me, and I considered them, eyes locked with Ali. 

    “Mute, is this the truth?” I said, still looking at her. 

    This time she didn’t protest at all, or break my gaze. 

    After a moment Mute said, {As far as I can tell, yes.}. 

    It was pretty useful having a friend who could function as a lie detector. 

    I leant in and kissed Ali again. This one was a more gentle kiss. After a moment her lips moved to accommodate my own. 

    Afterwards, I put my forehead against hers and spoke quietly to her. “It’s ok. I don’t know what you’ve been through. I don’t know what you’ve seen them do. I don’t know what Abram and Dr Black made you do, but it’s ok. I’ll help you get through it. Things will be different now.” 

    “Thank you. Thank you, Gonzalo…” Her tears were flowing now, heavy and fast. 

    I kissed her again, on the forehead this time, and then sat back on the sofa, mindful of Tom. When I checked his face had turned pink and he didn’t know where to look. 

    Just then there was a loud, high-pitched trill. 

    We all jumped about a foot in the air. 

    Triiing, triiing. The phone was ringing on top of the kitchen surface at one end of the apartment living room. 

    {What should we do?} said Mute, his telepathic voice quivering. {Do we answer it?} 

    “Who could it be?” 

    Ali had turned almost as white as Mute. “It could be Abram, or Dr Black—if they’ve escaped from police custody. I saw the police putting bags over their heads while they were still unconscious, but they’re powerful men, they’re powerful, Gonzalo…” 

    {Or it could be someone from Miracle Force HQ or the UN,} said Mute. {They’ll have seen the news reports. They’ll have this number. They might be ringing to find out where we are and what’s going on. How do we know which one? What do we do?} 

    Triiing, triiing. 

    They both looked at me, a pair of pale ghosts white with fright, helpless as babies. 

    Captain Weakling, I thought. 

    “Ali, you had better answer it,” I said. “If it’s Abram or Dr Black, you might be able to bluff and pretend you’re still on their side. Dr Black was still unconscious when I took out Abram. You can pretend that Mute and me are somewhere else and got away. If it’s the Base, you can tell them what’s happened, what’s been going on.” 

    Triiing, triiing. 

    Ali was shaking her head at me, holding her hands up. “I—I don’t want to, Gonzalo! I’m sorry, I’m sorry, but I can’t do it! If it’s Abram he’ll be furious with me! If it’s the UN then I’m going to be in deep trouble—I’ve been a double agent working against them this whole time! They could want to put me in prison too!” 

    Triiing, triiing. 

    I put my hands on her shoulders. “Ali,” I said. “It’s going to be ok. Look, you don’t need to tell the UN that you were a double agent to explain to them what just happened in the airport. You can say later that Abram was mind-controlling you.” Maybe he was a bit, who knows? I thought to myself. “And if it’s Abram, you can say that you had a temporary wobble but you’ve come back round to his side now. We just need to throw him off the scent for a little while if it is him. If you need to, you can always teleport to get away from him anyway. It has to be you, Ali. We need you to do this.” 

    It wasn’t the most chivalrous course of action to recommend as her boyfriend—we had to be boyfriend and girlfriend by now, didn’t we? We had kissed and everything!—but it was the one that made the most sense. You had to make difficult decisions like that sometimes as the captain of a team of superheroes. 

    Triiing, triiing. 

    Ali looked up at the ceiling, then took a deep breath and broke my embrace to walk slowly over to the phone. She stood next to it while I continued to ring, her whole body poised tense and taut. 

    Triiing, triii— 

    Suddenly the ringing stopped because Ali picked up the phone, pressed a button and put it to her ear. 

    There was a pause. 

    “Hello?” she said, with the same cautious timbre that she had used when she had first met me as Djinn. Acting, I thought. But she wasn’t acting, this time. 

    “Yes, this is Amina,” she said after another moment. Then her whole body visibly relaxed as she breathed out and her shoulders sagged, the tension flowing out of her posture. “Hello, sir…” She spoke with gaps between each phrase. I strained to try to hear what was being said on the other end of the line, but I couldn’t. “Yes, it’s terrible, sir...No, we’re all ok...Yes, Weakling and Mute are here with me as well...I know. I know, sir……...I know, we’re as shocked as you are, sir…….Just make sure they both stay blindfolded and sedated, sir……………..Yes, I’m sure we’ll need to have further conversations about exactly what happened—oh!” 

    “What?” I mouthed at Ali. 

    She put a finger to her lips and turned away from me, still with the phone to her ear. “Yes...yes…” she said into it. “Ok...ok, then, sir…….No, that’s no problem. We’ll see you soon...Thank you. Goodbye.” 

    She moved the phone away from her ear and looked at it, then pressed a button on it. 

    She put it back in its holder on the marble kitchen-top, then let out a long, deep sigh. 

    She turned to look at us. 

    “{WHO WAS IT?!}” Mute and I said simultaneously, one out loud and one with our mind. 

    “It was the Secretary General of the UN,” she said to us. “Both Dr Black and Commander Abram are safe in custody with the Australian special police. Their game’s up. The UN is flying over some troops to keep them under control and take them back to the US to be put on trial.” 

    “That’s wonderful!” I said. I was nearly crying with relief. 

    {What was the ‘Oh’ all about?} said Mute. He sounded as relieved as I felt. I guessed he had finally started respecting her wish not to have her mind read at every available opportunity. 

    “He’s sending a private plane over here immediately to pick us up. He wants to meet with all of us. They want to—they want to give us all a medal to...to recognise the ‘ordeal’ we’ve been through and reward our ‘courage in exposing Commander Abram for the fraud he was,’ or something. There’s going to be a ceremony and everything.” 

    I ran up to her and hugged her, taking care not to crush her in my super strong arms. 

    Ali buried her head in my neck and began to weep. I knew she was weeping with relief, and joy, though, not with sadness. 

    “You won’t tell them, will you?” she whispered to me through her sobs. “You won’t tell them that I was on their side for a while?” 

    “I won’t tell them,” I whispered back to her. “It’s going to be alright, Ali. I’ll protect you.” 

    {I need in on this one too, guys,} said Mute. 

    Mute came over to us and put his arms round both of us too. He was crying as well. It could have been awkward, but Ali and I opened up an arm each and welcomed him into our hug. 

    We stood there in a three-person embrace, our arms around each others’ shoulders, our heads leaning against each other, eyes closed, and wept for quite some time. 

    

  


   
    EPILOGUE 

    The hall was large and well-lit. 

    Every piece of furniture in it seemed to be white. White carpets, white walls; even the chairs that the audience were sitting on were white. 

    The only object in the room that wasn’t entirely white was the enormous flag draped across the far wall that we were walking towards as the audience loudly applauded us. 

    The flag had some white on it—a white aerial map of the globe encircled in a white laurel wreath. But this emblem was printed on a bold blue background. 

    I had seen a flag like that before hanging in a smaller room. 

    {Are we definitely going to go through with this?} Mute said into my mind as he walked next to me, on my right. 

    {Come on, Tom, it’s too late to back out now,} thought back Ali, who walked at my side on my left. Like Mute, she wore her black leather Miracle Force uniform. 

    Nobody in the room could hear our private telepathic conversation but us. 

    {Yes, we’re going to go through with it,} I thought for them, with confidence. {I’ve made up my mind. It’s the best thing for everyone. For each of us. For our families. For the world. Everyone.} 

    I kept my eyes fixed on the point we were walking towards: the figure of the Secretary-General of the UN who stood at the top of a podium at the end of the centre aisle that we were walking down. 

    He was standing behind a lectern—which, of course, was white—wearing a blue suit and his trademark red tie with white dots on it. A slightly chubby, balding, almost elderly man with gentle jowls and white hair; he had a friendly smile which he beamed down at us as we approached him. 

    We reached the podium at last and took the steps up to it one after another. 

    We shook the Secretary-General’s hand one at a time, as we had been told to do, and then took our places standing in a row next to him, looking out at the audience. 

    I clasped my hands behind my back, standing to attention, as did Ali. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mute fidget with his hands, then put them straight down at his sides awkwardly, then glance to his side before finally assuming the same pose as me and Ali. 

    I looked out at the audience, still applauding us fervently. At some point while we had been ascending the podium they had stood up themselves and were now delivering us a standing ovation, their faces beaming at us like the Secretary-General’s. 

    I looked for a few faces that I knew. There, right in the front row, on the end of it, stood my Mom. She had the biggest smile I had ever seen on her face and tears were running down her cheeks as she clapped her hands with the others. When I made eye contact with her, somehow her smile grew even bigger, and she radiated pride and happiness at me. 

    It had been difficult, of course it had been difficult, when she had found out about Dr Black, but she was starting to get over that now. Abram had been using his mind-control on her all along. That didn’t matter now, though. None of that mattered. What mattered was that everything was back the way that it should be: just Mom and me. Although aspects of that would be changing soon, too... 

    I looked for other faces. There, next to Mom, was the unavoidably recognisable figure of...the President. The President of the United States was sitting next to my Mom! On the other side of him was the First Lady. Then Mute’s parents, from England, whom I had now met once. Then the Prime Minister of the UK. Then the President of Syria. Ali didn’t have any family here. 

    I looked out beyond the first row. One or two of the other diplomats and world leaders I recognised from watching the news, but mostly they were just a rainbow of miscellaneous faces and clothing. Beyond them were the press photographers, who lit up the assembly hall with their gigantic cameras and their flash bulbs. Beyond them were the even bigger, black mounted TV cameras, with operators sat in them like drivers of vehicles. That’s right, we were being filmed. What had happened in Australia had been big. This ceremony was being broadcast to the whole world. 

    Eventually, after what seemed like a whole movie length’s worth of clapping and holding my smile fixed in place as I looked out at this audience, the Secretary-General held up his hands next to us. 

    Reluctantly, the audience fell silent. A few stray claps lingered on but after a moment they calmed down. 

    “Please, sit,” said the Secretary General into his microphone in a deep, kindly, Spanish-accented voice. 

    There was a big shuffling noise as the few hundred people in front of us all sat down at the same time. 

    “Ladies and gentlemen,” began the Secretary-General, addressing them. “Representatives of our member nations. Leaders of our member nations’ governments. Family members of those on the podium here with me. People of the world.” As he said this last he looked right at the main TV camera that was filming from the back-centre of the room. “We are here today to honour the work and service of these three remarkable young people, who come from three of our great member nations: America, the UK and Syria respectively. They call themselves Weakling, Mute and Djinn. As you know, these two young men and this young woman possess extraordinary genetic gifts. We here at the United Nations have been aware of their existence for some time, as they were recruited willingly for our UN Miracle Force initiative, which works to safeguard international peace and harmony…” 

    It was very clever, what he had done—what they had done—I thought. Since we had exposed ourselves publicly in Australia, there was no use pretending we didn’t exist anymore. Instead, the UN had decided now to openly acknowledge us, effectively to say ‘Look, here they are, we knew who they were all along, and they’re on our side. They’re on your side.’ That was the best way to mitigate panic and ensure that it looked like the UN was in control. However, since the world’s general public had never been aware of Commander Abram and Dr Black in the first place, there was to be no mention of them at all. As far as the population of the Earth knew, if they knew anything about them at all, they were just two crazy, evil men who may also have happened to have some superpowers (there would be endless speculation and conspiracy theories, I was sure), who were a part of the terrorist group Viper and who had been defeated by the three of us heroes at Sydney airport. 

    I tuned back in to what the Secretary-General was saying to the audience, to the world. “...therefore, in light of their recent achievements in defeating the Viper terror organisation in service of the UN and in the interests of world peace, I am bestowing on each of these three young people our highest honour: a United Nations Peace Medal.” He held out his hand to us. “Please, step forward” 

    At this, the audience erupted into raucous applause again, rising from their seats once more, some of them even cheering and whooping. I guessed that they were grateful that we had thwarted the threat to international security for them. I guessed that they were grateful that we had chosen to use our powers for the good of humanity, not for the ill of it. 

    I turned to face the Secretary-General who was gathering up our medals from his lectern. 

    Mute stepped forward to receive his medal first. Even he managed to follow the instructions we had been given correctly. He bowed his head and allowed the Secretary-General to place the medal by its ribbon over his neck. Then the Secretary-General shook his hand, and he stepped back alongside me and Ali to face the crowd again. 

    Next was Ali. {This feels a little weird...} she said to us silently over the mind-link as she received her own medal. 

    {It shouldn’t do,} I thought back to her as I watched her shake the Secretary-General’s hand. {You were on his side for a while, sure, but you still helped us defeat Abram in the end too, Ali. We couldn’t have done it without you. You deserve that medal as much as we do.} 

    {Yeah,} chipped in Mute, {Gonzalo’s right. You should listen to him, Ali.} 

    Last was my turn. The medal felt heavy around my neck. But it also felt...right. 

    After I shook the Secretary General’s hand I turned back to face the crowd with the others, drinking the moments in while they lasted. So much applause. So much approval. So much happiness. I glanced at my Mom. She was still smiling from ear to ear. 

    The Secretary-General returned to his place behind his lectern and held up his hands for silence again. After a little while he got it. 

    “As you can imagine, of course Weakling, Mute and Djinn will be continuing to serve us all under the United Nations Miracle Force initiative—” 

    This is my moment, I thought. 

    Without thinking about it any further, I stepped up to the lectern and pulled the little grip that the microphone was on the end of towards myself. 

    “Actually,” I said, leaning down to speak into the mic, interrupting what the Secretary-General had just been saying. He looked as if I’d just thrown cat poo all over his nice blue suit, but after a moment he stood out of the way all the same to let me speak. I had powers, after all. 

    I gulped. “Actually,” I said again, “we’ve decided that it isn’t the best thing for us to operate under the authority of the UN anymore.” The hall was unmistakably silent now. A tension filled the air so thick I could feel it. I forced myself not to look at my Mom. Instead, I looked straight at the TV camera in front of me, where the Secretary-General had been looking a few moments ago. 

    “The thing is,” I said, “what we’ve realised is that we can’t really trust the UN to put us to work in the best way anymore. To be honest, we don’t think that you’re doing a very good job. So, instead of working for the UN, we’ve decided to make Miracle Force independent.” 

    A massive gasp went up in the hall. I was sure that it also went up wherever we were being broadcast, and a few moments later wherever we were being translated. But I didn’t care. I had made up my mind. I forced myself not to look at my Mom. 

    “But Mr Lopez!” said the Secretary-General next to me, inaudible to anyone else not on the podium. His eyes kept flitting to the world leaders in the seats below. “You cannot do this! You need the United Nations to help steer your efforts for peace! We...we gave you a medal!” 

    I looked back into the camera and spoke into the microphone again. “We don’t need the United Nations at all. From now on, we’ll be operating independently, as our own autonomous organisation. I can’t tell you where we’ll be based, as that’ll be known only to us, but we’ll be able to make our own arrangements for that. As best we can we’ll try to work undercover, but I imagine you’ll be seeing us from time to time—wherever there is terrorism, wherever there is oppression, wherever, er, wherever there are evil crazy dudes trying to take over the world.” I coughed. Not my strongest moment. “Anyway, don’t worry, that’s what we’ll be doing: Fighting evil and working to keep you all safe. Also, there are others that we need to find. If there’s anyone out there watching this who also has powers, who discovers they have powers, then please rest assured: We’re coming to help you. We’re here to help you. All of you.” 

    I left it there. People had started to shout at me. Some were approaching the stage, including security personnel. 

    {Ready?} I said to Ali and Tom over the mind link. 

    {Ready,} said Ali. 

    {Let’s do this,} said Tom. 

    There was a shimmer in the air next to me as Ali teleported away. 

    I leant forwards as I felt Mute turn and step up behind me, putting his hands under my arms and lifting me up into the air with a little added help from his telekinesis. 

    As the world leaders bellowed at us, the world media snapped us and the world news cameras rolled on us, we flew through the air together, out of the hall. 

    On our way over the front row I thought I caught a glimpse of my Mom. She was still smiling, miraculously. 

    They tried to close the tall doors at the back of the ceremony hall against us but we made it through before they shut completely, the wind whistling past our cheeks. 

    Up, up we went, out of the UN building and into the New York sky. 

    I love flying. 

    

  


   
    About the Author 

      

    L.I.T. Tarassenko is a high school Religion and Philosophy teacher and indie author from Oxford, UK. He is married to Joanna, an Anglican priestess, and they have one daughter and another child on the way. For free short stories and to get updates on new books, sign up to his mailing list (from which you can unsubscribe at any time) at luketarassenko.com   

      

    Enjoyed the book? It would really help me if you could please rate and review it on Amazon (thank you, it really helps!).  

      

    And for exclusive author updates and deleted scenes, join my exclusive author community at patreon.com/luketarassenko   

    

  


   
    Table of Contents 

    PROLOGUE 

    1 

    2 

    3 

    4 

    5 

    6 

    7 

    8 

    9 

    10 

    11 

    12 

    13 

    14 

    15 

    16 

    17 

    18 

    19 

    20 

    21 

    22 

    23 

    24 

    25 

    26 

    27 

    28 

    29 

    30 

    31 

    32 

    33 

    34 

    35 

    36 

    37 

    38 

    EPILOGUE 

    

  

cover.jpeg





