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      Nick Gateon is the son of the world’s greatest supervillain, and if he’s going to make it in Valcav Academy for the Superhumanly Gifted, he’s going to need a plan if he wants to become a hero: 


      1. Break the records for the deadly entrance trials. 
2. Deal with the kids of your dad’s rival who want to see you fail 
3. Impress three hot superheroines-in-training 
4. Get mentored by the world’s greatest hero 
5. Survive the crazy curriculum and villain attacks. 
6. Win! 


      Disclaimer: This book contains adult themes and harem elements.
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Chapter 1
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“What is a hero?” Triton said as he stood on the steps of the Valcav Academy and glared from one end of the crowd to the other, his arms carefully folded behind his back. “What is a villain? The words are often applied to many without thought. That is not the case here. No, at the Valcav Academy, each of you will be tested, and in the end, many of you will find yourselves worthy of being called a hero.” He stared at me with those steely eyes of his. “Or a villain.”

I stared right back at the hero and tried to be confident. After all, I was the son of Lord Inferno, the world’s greatest super villain, and I’d come to his college to learn how to be a hero. 

It would have been the start of a really bad joke if Triton and his partner hadn’t saved me as a boy. So, sure, my dad might be into world domination, but all I wanted was to clear the Gateon name. 

To be more.

To me, it seemed that Triton was desperate for a successor because his speech sounded a lot like a demand to live up to his name. It was no secret that Triton, one of the greatest heroes the world had known in quite some time, was getting old. Years of battle against my father would do that to any man… not that his partner, Amazoness, seemed to notice. 

Her real name was Gemma, and she was one of my longtime mentors. The black-haired immortal was as stunning as she’d ever been, and her gaze was a lot gentler than Triton’s when she looked upon me. I tried not to stare back, at least not with the same heat I’d given Triton. 

It was difficult. She wanted so much from me, even then. I could still remember the warmth of her embrace as the two carried me off when I was young, far away from that island where my father swam in his hatred for the universe. They hadn’t even asked if I wanted to be rescued… but I was grateful nonetheless.

I struggled every day not to give in to what my father had, unwilling to make the same mistakes he did. Though I’ll admit, it was hard not to hate the way everyone else kept darting their glances in my direction, apparently following the ongoing trends. The initial meet-and-greet had been a mess. Someone said the name ‘Nick Gateon,’ and immediately every eyeball fixed on me like I was going to start ranting about supreme justice. I very nearly considered making light of it, doing a pale imitation of the world’s most terrifying villain in the hopes that they’d realize I was different. I hadn’t, but in my mind, it was awesome.

No one knew what sort of test we would have to endure, but everyone had their suspicions, and rumors sailed all around the room while Triton finished his introductions. 

A blonde poked me with her elbow and jabbed a finger toward some grumpy looking douchebag who’d been glaring with rather intense heat after hearing my name. I had no idea who he was, but it was clear he knew of me and wasn’t fond.

“Hey, careful on the tests,” the girl told me. “Word is the Barbur twins are out for blood.”

I lifted a brow at that. Of all things I’d been expecting today, an ally wasn’t one of them. “And you are?”

“Andie Baker. I’m stretchy.” She grinned and wiggled her eyebrows in a way that suggested a lot more than a simple superpower. She held out her finger, and it twisted into a spiral shape. At my expression, she stretched her whole hand flat like a mitten, then shook it so that it returned to its original shape.

Elasticity. Fascinating. I admit, my imagination ran a little wild when she started stretching her finger at odd angles. It didn’t hurt that she was easy on the eyes and the nicest person I’d spoken to in a long, long time. “Stretchy, huh?”

“Yup.  And before you ask, I think the rumors about you are bullshit. Well. Not the rumors that you completely kick ass, of course. Those are some nice muscles, Nick. Can I call you Nick?”

“I suppose that’s better than ‘Lord Inferno’s kid.’”

“Like I said, bullshit.” She extended a hand in offering. “Besides, if you say no, I’m going to call you Kidferno.” She winked at me. “And yes, I’ve trademarked that.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe no one came up with that years ago.”

“That… would have been an awesome name.” We shook hands, and I couldn’t help but smile again. Her easy nature was a relief after all the tension earlier. “Thanks, Andie.”

“No problemo, Nick.”

Before she could continue, Triton raised his hands into the air, and behind him, the huge white wall hiding the first trial split open and parted for us. 

It was a tremendous steel and cement room with overhead windows beaming down rays of sunlight. White walls ran a maze that hid a large portion of what seemed to be an obstacle course built in Hell. There were several versions of the same woman running through it, testing various traps and gadgetry. One of the copies leaped across a chasm which released a giant fireball that roared into the air, painting Triton in a brilliant orange hue. Gemma left his side and began the course herself. She joined a copy of the woman already running, and the two chatted in friendly tones, careless of the imminent danger.

“Shit,” Andie whispered. Her mouth was open in wonder, but her brown eyes lacked even a drop of fear. Rather, she looked hungry. Very hungry.

I had to agree. 

Triton’s voice boomed over the excited buzz. “This course is designed to test those with physical powers.” Someone nearby whispered that they were going to die, and I rolled my eyes. “Those with mental powers will be taking a different test. If your specialty is a mental ability, please take the door on the left.” He gestured, and the crowd split as dozens of students followed his direction. 

After they’d parted, Triton held up what seemed to be a featureless black bracelet. “Attacking your future classmates is absolutely forbidden. Each of you will be wearing one of these to ensure that there is no interference.” His eyes lingered on the Barbur twins, it would seem he was aware of the rumors that had been circulating the crowd. The two, a blond boy and a girl, looked back with steady gazes. “Should any of you decide to ignore my warning, not only will the bands knock you unconscious, but you will be disqualified from the trials immediately.”

The bracelets were passed around, and I slipped mine on without a fuss. Andie did the same without even bothering to look at it twice. I couldn’t find any hint of technology or magic in the bracelet. In fact, it looked and felt like simple black metal, and I wondered if maybe the thing was a placebo. Hell, for all I knew, it could have been a test to determine obedience. I tried taking it off again, but the bracelet suddenly tightened. I jerked in surprise and instinctively pulled on it harder, and as I did, I saw others doing the same.

“They will be removed later on,” Triton cut in tiredly. He raised a hand for silence, and it took a moment for the crowd to follow. “You will enter the course in assigned groups. Each of you will be given a hindrance based on your abilities. You will obey the hindrance or be disqualified.”

It seemed that Gemma left the course early because she reappeared a moment later from a hidden doorway and began fitting applicants with various gadgetry. The first group flooded into the entrance, and I noted their looks of surprise right before passing out of view. I lost sight of Andie, who was called by one of the copied women and fitted with a hindrance of her own.

Gemma made her way to me, and she smiled in warm greeting. I bowed low to her, trying to be formal. “Amazoness. It’s an honor.”

“You can call me Gemma here, Nick,” she scoffed, though her smile never wavered. “I’m not a stranger.”

And indeed, she wasn’t. 

“Right.” I put my hands on my hips and looked her up and down with mock arrogance. “So what’ll it be? Hands behind my back? Am I going in one-legged? Blindfolded, maybe?”

“No.” She shook her head. “You’re not to use your powers. You’re going in mortal, I’m afraid. Won’t be a problem, will it?”

I could fly through the course at the speed of sound, but considering the fact that my powers were especially draining, I had trained hard not to rely on them. Gemma knew that too since she’d made it a point to keep in contact after rescuing me from that island. I smiled back and bobbed my head. 

“Of course not,” I told her as I waved a carefree hand. “I hope you brought the super glue because I’m going to smash that record to pieces.”

Gemma grinned and clapped me on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit. Go get ‘em, Nick.”

And I did. I gathered with the other applicants when my group was called and whistled at the sight that greeted me. The first part of the course was a wide chasm with a fairly steep drop. 

At the bottom, flames crackled menacingly, and I couldn’t help but think of my father’s namesake. Obviously, none of the applicants here would be burned alive, but I had memories of others suffering that fate. 

Those flames were bright, and the heat from them felt real enough. They were likely the source of that earlier fireball. An orange glow painted the whole area, and I looked from the fire to the hooks on the walls. They were set for climbing across the chasm, for those that couldn’t fly or leap long distances.

“How the holy heck am I supposed t-to—Ohmygod, it’s you!” an incredibly perky voice cried out next to me and broke me out of my thoughts. “Lord Inferno’s son! Hey, what’s your power set? Is it fire? Ice? Just curious. I mean, you’re you, so I bet it’s something awesome. I can’t believe you’re here. With me! I’m Eric, by the way.” 

I turned toward the source of the rush of words to find that Eric had one arm was bound tightly behind his back and had thrust his only free hand at me. I took his hand, and he shook it very enthusiastically, then pulled away and looked down at his own in amazement. 

“I just shook hands with a Gateon. Wow.” He grinned from ear to ear. “That’s so cool.”

“Uh, nice meeting you,” I said with a smile. “Good luck on the course—”

“I’m, like, your biggest fan,” he continued. “Seriously.”

Eric was shorter and younger than most of the others I’d seen here. He had messy blond hair streaked with blue and bounced on his feet with a strange frenetic energy. 

“My biggest fan?” I asked, a bit confused. “I haven’t even done anything yet.”

“Yeah, but you will.” He nodded emphatically. “You’re a Gateon. Duh.” He smirked as a large number ten appeared out of thin air in front of us and began to count down. “In fact, I bet you completely ace this test.” He bounded on his heels once more. “I can’t believe I get to take it alongside you. I’ll get to witness your greatness firsthand.” He spread his arms wide. “I will get to say I was there at this moment forever.” He grinned again, and I couldn’t help but feel excited at his words.

He was right. This was my opportunity to show the world what I was made of, and I was damned sure going to do it. I turned my attention back toward the numbers and waited. Just a few more seconds.

The horn to start roared overhead, so I jumped for the nearest wall hook. As I swung swiftly across the chasm, a fireball zipped past me so close that the heat of it stung at my back. I could hear the others swearing and following suit, but they weren’t as fast as I was, and I could tell many of them were too nervous to cross. 

“Go, Nick!” Eric cried from the platform, and when I looked back, I saw him giving me a huge thumbs up.

I turned my attention back to the course, spotted the next hook, and planned my next move. I swung my body so I could build up some momentum, and as my body arced through the air, I released my hold on the hook. I sailed briefly over the pit of flaming death as I reached out toward the next hook and grabbed ahold of it. The impact jerked down my arm, but I forced the pain down as my momentum pulled me forward. 

Once again, I used my body’s swaying to build up speed because the next hook was even farther away. Worse, my grip was starting to weaken from holding myself up here, so I knew I had to hurry.

This time, when I swung myself forward with all my might and launched myself forward, I angled my body so that when I grabbed the next hook, I conserved nearly all my momentum and used it to supercharge my next swing. A moment later, I’d cleared three more hooks and was on the other side. 

I took a quick second to catch my breath before I raced through the doorway at the end of the platform only to be met with the gun barrel of some kind of killer robot. It was squat and mechanical, with a hoverjet underneath its body keeping it suspended in the air. It beeped an angry warning and then started firing lasers right at me. 

The joke was on it though. While I should have been afraid of the machine, a stupid amount of my training over the years had been with battlebots just like this. 

I moved too fast for the laser fire to catch me, and it felt good to have my years of training finally being put to real use. I took off down the hallway and vaulted over the first wall I found, and as I dropped down on the other side, I realized the wall directly in front of me was even higher than the last one. 

And the one behind it was taller still.

That was when I realized how this obstacle worked. You had to scale each wall while the robot shot at you… or did you?

A smirk crossed my lips as I hauled myself on top of the wall, then cat-jumped from one to the other as they rose so high in the air that I knew the fall would probably kill ordinary people on a misstep. Kill me for certain. 

Still, I had long learned to be graceful, and heights were the least of my fears at that moment. I bounced from one to the next easily until they stopped at a wall too tall to leap to the top of in a single bound. 

“Fuck it.” Since I was in the middle of the hallway, I turned and ran toward the wall on my left. The laser fire chased me, melting holes in the wall beneath me as I leapt toward the wall and kicked off it toward the next wall blocking my path. 

My hands barely reached the top, and as I held on with my fingers, a laser blast singed the spot where I’d started my leap. 

I didn’t have much time left, so, muscles screaming, I scrambled up. With the floor easily twenty to thirty feet below, part of me worried that the robot would just blow the wall to pieces to get to me, but thankfully, the other side was only a six-foot drop.

As I dropped down behind it, I took a quick breath to recover before I looked around and saw a brick wall coming straight at me. No, not a wall… someone who looked to be made out of bricks! He saw me and jabbed a thick brick finger in my direction. 

“Stay away!” the walking brick wall warned. “You ain’t stoppin’ me with your stupid tricks. I’m onto you.”

My first instinct was to have pity for him despite his immediate hostility. He was probably power locked into that form. Some woman made out of fog floated over the wall from behind me and brushed by the brick man with a waggle of her ghostly finger. 

“Attacking is against the rules, Jack. You’ll be disqualified.”

“Shuddup, Elianna.”

The fog woman floated by the two of us as she ignored the casual heat the brick man thrust in her direction. I did the same and focused on the next obstacle. It was another steep drop, this one much bigger and very deadly if I fell, and it seemed the only safe way down was a zip line. 

I didn’t have anything to use to slide down it without tearing my hands to shreds, and they hadn’t offered a hook, so I tore at the sleeve of my outfit and folded it over to create a makeshift rope. It was going to tear badly, but I only had to make it to the bottom. 

Elianna simply glided off the platform in her current fog-form and kept right on going. The man made of bricks, Jack, stepped off the platform as well and plummeted straight to the bottom with a loud crash. The impact shook the entire area and splattered brick and mortar everywhere. I looked over the edge, worried I’d just witnessed Jack’s apparent suicide, but the bricks slowly began to reform and collect back together again. 

I let out a sigh of relief, and with a slow breath, I held the cloth over the line and leapt off. It took a lot of strength to hold on and a lot of trust that the cloth wouldn’t tear before I got to the end. It was a close thing. The weight and friction frayed it badly as I hurtled down the line, but it held together, and I landed gracefully on the other side. Elianna and Jack were behind me now. I tossed the cloth aside and raced into the third area. 

I was met with a grid of red lasers set out in complex patterns that one clearly had to avoid. I wasn’t sure the cost in touching them, but given the earlier death-bot, it was likely to be a nasty surprise. The Barbur twins were already in the middle of it and bent carefully to avoid the lines. The girl was blindfolded, and the two of them were bound together by a long, thin chain. The guy who’d glared a hole into me earlier noticed me at the entrance and grunted something to his sister. She whispered back, and the two crawled together under the last laser line.

From what I could tell from the thin holes they peeked from, these were likely just laser tripwires, as I could see a second barrel in each hole. That attached weapon wasn’t likely to be deadly, or so I hoped. Probably tranqs. The instructors weren’t actually going to threaten anyone’s life, would they? 

But then again, real fire, real falling hazards, and real killer robots. I hadn’t heard of anyone dying in these courses, but that didn’t mean it never happened.

The twins high-fived their victory, and then the boy waved his arm sarcastically from the other side of the grid. “Say hi to your mom for me, Inferno Boy!”

Before I could say anything back, I heard metal groan in protest. With a loud set of snaps, something gave way inside of the walls, and the guns all turned at once. The lasers swerved in my direction, determined to kill me. Apparently, the twins had found some way to break the mountings holding the guns in place. I immediately rolled forward to dodge a majority of them and ran for the exit. A loud bang rang out in the small space, and while one bullet grazed my shoulder, I dodged the rest of the barrage and kept moving forward as I bit back the pain. 

The boy cackled like a true supervillain, and his sister followed behind him, a strange twist in her lips that betrayed some unhappiness. Once the two vanished from behind the next door, the guns halted again. The lasers were all askew behind me, and their gun barrels smoked from use. I checked my shoulder with a palm and hissed. No bleeding, so the bullets weren’t real. The pain was harder to explain, maybe it was some kind of psychic weapon at work, but knowing that I wasn’t actually injured was half the battle. 

The way forward was clear now, so I ran on and met the twins on the other side. The sister was pulling on the chain that held she and her brother together, and while her eyes were blindfolded, it was clear that she was furious. The brother yanked the chain toward him instead and growled low in his throat. It sounded bestial, a guttural noise. When he spotted me, his lips pulled back and bared wolf-like fangs. 

“You survive then, Inferno Boy?” he snarled. “What a wonder you are.”

“Stop it, Matt!” the sister shot back. “This isn’t the fucking time. Keep it up, and you’re going to get us both DQ’d.”

So I was pissed. No surprise there. I had no idea what this bastard wanted from me, and nor what I’d done to cross him without even knowing his name. It was probably some fucking fallout from my father again, which wasn’t fair in the least but welcome to my life. He’d tried to kill me outright and would have gotten away with it on a technicality because he hadn’t actually hit me. He hadn’t known those guns were fake, not if I didn’t. I wanted to return the favor. I wanted to break his body in six different places.

The black bracelet was a tight reminder around my wrist, and I chose to keep my mouth shut while I studied the course. ‘Matt’ apparently wasn’t happy with my lack of reaction. No doubt he wanted to see me gone from the academy forever. 

The sister once again drew his attention when she grabbed at his shirt as she shouted, “Strap your balls on and let it go, we’ve got bigger problems right now!” 

The brother retaliated with a snarl but didn’t strike. 

It’d be funny if she were stuck here, bound to her stupid unconscious brother, unable to proceed and win the tryouts because he was careless. Not that it mattered to me what they did since I was going to pass no matter what.

I let them argue as I hopped down into what seemed to be an arena full of killer robots hellbent on destroying humanity. There was yet another pit of death blocking the rope ladder to the end of the trials. This one was filled with green bubbling acid, and the caustic smell of it burned at my lungs. 

Andie was nearby, holding her own against four of the angry robots. Her fists flew in crazy directions as her arms stretched, snapped back, and spun around like actual rubber. Some of the robots were firing bullets, and others were wielding clubs. She skillfully evaded the gunfire by stretching and pulling her body like taffy, but she was too slow to avoid the melee fighters since her left leg was held in some kind of device that kept her from stretching it. 

One of the club-wielding robots whirred angrily as it lashed out at her shoulder. As the blow smacked her shoulder, her rubber body deformed, and while she winced, I could tell that her powers had mitigated most of the impact. 

She kicked it back with her good leg which stretched outward to increase the force. Her foot hit the robot with a sound like a rubber band snapping only a million times louder. The robot flew backward, collided against the nearby wall and exploded into furious sparks, probably vowing some kind of revenge, no doubt.

As another robot came up behind her, I moved in to help, but she didn’t need it. She grabbed hold of that one and twirled around in a pirouette to build up momentum. She tossed it out towards the acid, where it tumbled down and exploded like the first bot had. These ones couldn’t fly, so the damage was rather spectacular.

“C’mon, you stupid hunks of metal!” she cried and then gave them the ‘bring it’ gesture. “I can do this all day. In fact, I want to do this all day.”

The robots seemed so incensed by her rebellious nature that they largely ignored me. Since she clearly had it handled, I turned my attention back to the course and found a pressure plate near the edge of the platform. When I stepped on it, a bridge made of light appeared over the acid pit. 

“Won’t work!” Andie cried as she twisted her body around a robot, and then let her body spin back to normal, causing the robot to jet off the platform like a top. “The bridge disappears when you pull your foot off. I tried putting a few robots on them, but that didn’t do it either.”

“Damn,” I said as I lifted my foot and watched the bridge vanish. “Say, why didn’t you stretch over it?”

“There’s some kind of power mitigation field in that pit that keeps me from doing it,” she replied as another robot fired at her. She dodged it easily before throwing herself at the robots trying to kill her, and I realized she was taking out her frustration on them. 

That meant I could focus on the task at hand, and as I put my foot back on the platform and caused the bridge to reappear, I realized I knew what to do. 

“You get across,” I said as I gestured toward the bridge. “They’ll follow you, and then I can open the pit out from underneath them once you’re safe.”

“Wait, you’re gonna help me? We’re in competition, Nick. Not that I don’t trust you, but—”

“There’s no rule against working together,” I called back. “Clearly, this one’s meant to teach that lesson. Get on the bridge. I won’t drop you.”

“You promise?”

“Yeah, I promise, Andie. Time’s ticking, move it!” I gestured at the bridge again.

She grinned and then hobbled onto the bridge. She was apparently willing to place her life into my hands without much debate on the matter. I wasn’t sure anyone else in the building would do it, but apparently, I’d put some kind of good impression on Andie, and she just winked at me as she stepped onto the bridge. 

The robots did indeed follow her, especially when she howled like a wolf and catcalled back to them. They whirred and beeped, their metal bodies shivering with rage as they stepped onto the bridge to chase her down. I held the plate until she was safe on the other side and then let go. All the robots who’d chased her tumbled down into the acid pit which embraced them with the tender care only extremely corrosive acid can bring.

On the other side, she laughed and glanced up at the rope ladder to freedom. Clearly, for a moment, she considered leaving without me… but then she stepped on a plate her side, and the bridge reappeared.

“C’mon, cutie.” She smiled as her eyes glistened under the lights overhead. I could see approval there, happy for the ally she’d gained. “Quick, before I change my mind.”

I didn’t hesitate. I sprinted across the bridge and joined Andie on the other side a moment later. She stepped off the plate, and a curse from behind me told me that the twins hadn’t been far behind us. I glanced back to see Matt scrambling back from the bridge, and he flipped me off with a rude finger when he noticed my attention. 

I ignored the asshole and pointed to Andie’s restricted leg with a concerned frown. “Can you make it up the ladder in that?”

“Does a duck like grapes?” Andie snorted and hobbled toward it. She used both arms and her good leg to climb, apparently happy to prove her own independence. I followed underneath her, determined to catch if should she fall, but she didn’t. 

We made up easily enough, and she waited until I was by her side before glancing at the finish line. She smiled and took my hand. It was a warm feeling, a calm comfort. She eased the nervousness I felt right at the end. 

I said to Gemma that I’d break the record, but I worried I’d wasted too much time on the twins and the light bridge. I wanted to prove that I could do this. I wanted to be the best, I wanted to be better than he was. I was so tired of people like Matt blaming me for things I didn’t even do.

“You’re a good sort, Nick,” Andie said as she met my eyes with a heated amber gaze. It was like she could read my mind, maybe my insecurity was just that obvious. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

With that, we crossed the finish line together.

Triton was on the other side of it, and he clapped enthusiastically like the world’s proudest dad. Gemma was behind him, a smile on her face as she held up a chart. 

“Five minutes even,” Triton said as he grinned from ear to ear. He gestured at the chart which displayed our names and the time. “You beat your father and Ice-Bringer’s time, back when they tried. The two of you are currently best in class.”

“Best in class! Cute and talented.” Andie howled in triumph and immediately pulled my shirt in for a quick kiss.

My face turned crimson, but I kissed her back. Her lips tasted sweet, and as that thought entered my brain, Andie wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me in deeper. 

From our right, I heard Gemma’s throat clear. “Alright, that’s enough! Go get a water bottle or three, you’re not done yet.”

Like ice sliding down my spine, I became aware of the world around me again. The heat of my face could probably start a fire. Andie laughed at it and pinched my cheek. That only made it worse, of course.

“Wait…” I said as I met Gemma’s eyes. “We’re not done yet?”

“Of course not.” She grinned back at me with a twinkle of mischief in her eyes. “That was only the first trial, Gateon. Move it or lose it!”
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Chapter 2
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Her leg freed now that the power limits were off, Andie had her arm slung around my shoulder as we waited for the next stage to assemble. It was an easy, loving gesture, and one that I wasn’t used to getting. It made my heart sing in ways that it hadn’t in a long time. I poked her hand where it hung down over my shoulder and smiled back at her. 

“You’re a good partner,” I said quietly. “Strange, but good.”

Her laugh was the sound of sunshine. “Strange, eh?”

“Yeah. The best kind of strange.” I hugged her with one arm and watched as the Barbur twins crossed the finish line. Matt sneered in my direction, but I didn’t care anymore. 

Andie slipped out from my half-embrace and led me away from the finish line to grab the water bottles Gemma had mentioned. She tossed one my direction and then unscrewed the cap of another to down the entire thing in one go. Little droplets slid down her throat as she went for it. When she finally pulled away, the bottle was empty. She sucked in a great big breath of air and then wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist. 

I was impressed. “Thirsty?”

She laughed again. I unscrewed mine and took it a bit more slowly. We met eyes, and they held for a long time. Hers were these loving brown irises that seemed to see beauty in the simplest of things, and I had to wonder what else I’d learn in the days to come. Everyone who applied at the academy had a story, and it was clear given her skill level that she’d come here prepared for a fight. Why then had she attached herself so easily to me? 

I knew I had the skill, and it was true that I’d helped her cross the final bridge at great risk to myself, but most people upon learning my name assumed other things about my character. She did not. 

Why?

She snickered at the blatant confusion on my face, and I couldn’t help but smile at the sound of it. “God, Nick. I don’t know what’s going on in that head of yours, but stop over-thinking everything.”

I ducked my head in response, but the smile didn’t waver. She was right, of course. No point in pushing away the one ally I had in this place because I wasn’t used to a little affection. 

I was pulled out my thoughts by a blaring horn and Gemma waving for attention. I realized that the others had finished the obstacle course. Eric was among them, as well as Elianna, who had gone back to her human form. Jack was speaking to the Barbur twins, apparently content in their company. I was certain that I was the focus of their conversation because they kept darting glances in my direction while they spoke in hushed tones. 

At least sixty applicants moaned in despair as they were led off the course and out of the academy. Their entire lives had been shattered, or so they believed. I hadn’t realized the course would be so difficult for so many people, especially since most of them, presumably, had access to their powers.

“We all start somewhere, don’t we?” Andie tsked with pity as she watched them pass by. “It’s not like they can’t try again next year.”

A few years ago, that would have been me, but it seemed like my hard work was paying off, and while I was proud to make it this far, I found myself excited to get to the next event. 

“We will begin in only a few moments,” Gemma said as she signaled to a tall, dark man next to her, and my jaw practically dropped when I saw him. 

He was City Master, an older hero that led the academy as well as taught many of the training courses. He could manipulate walls and city buildings effortlessly, and he was likely responsible for the earlier obstacle course. Rumor had it that a lot of the defense against Lord Inferno was in his hands and that he safeguarded the entire city with his abilities. Given the ease at which he manipulated the course, I believed it. 

City Master didn’t even look back as he parted the giant wall behind him and Gemma to reveal a tremendous arena. Skylights beamed down from above and brought all focus to the large golden pyramid at the center. 

“Fifty-seven of you remain,” Gemma said loudly enough to pull our attention away from the pyramid. “There is only enough room for fifteen of you at the top. Now, half of you stand here, on the left.” She gestured, and Matt and his crew went to the left side of the arena. “Other half on the right.” 

I followed Andie’s lead as we made our way down to the right side. On the way, I passed by Eric, whose eyes lit up in recognition. He gestured as if to ask if he could join, and I knew better than to refuse allies with the battle to come, so I nodded. He grinned as if I’d just given him a winning lottery ticket.

“On the first horn, the left group will fight for the first tier,” Gemma explained. “On the second, the right group will join them. You will have five minutes to reach the second tier. Every five minutes after that, the horn will blare, and you will fight your way to the next tier. Anyone left behind on a previous tier for more than one minute will be disqualified.”

As she spoke, I felt an odd sensation on my wrist and realized that the black band was gone now. There had been no sound of it falling. It simply vanished. A hallucination, perhaps? 

“Combat is allowed,” the black-haired teacher continued, “but any threats to your fellow applicants’ lives will be swiftly dealt with. A hero arrests, a villain hurts. Remember that.”

I balled my fists at my sides and bounced a little as I realized this was going to be a long fight of endurance. Gemma said nothing about powers or hindrances, so now I had to calculate when best to use mine. 

“Andie, you’re on defense,” I whispered as a plan began to form in my head. “Eric, what’s your power set?”

“I zap things!” he enthused. “I’m zappy, like Thundress! You remember her? She was my great aunt, led the battle against—”

“Focus, Eric,” I said with a smirk. “How good are you?”

“I mean, I can’t control it.” He shrugged. “I try, but I—”

“Learn, then.” Despite my worry at his inexperience, I kept my voice even and confident. “You’re on offense.” 

For some reason, Eric was keen to impress me, because his grin got even wider. Excitable though he was, I was happy to see that he was more confident than nervous. We needed that if we were going to win. 

“You got it, boss.” He gave me a quick salute. “Nothing will get by me.”

“Sounds good.” I took a deep breath. “Andie, do you think you can handle defense?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem.” She grinned at me. “What about you?”

“Well, that’s the rub.” I sighed. “My power only works for ten minutes at a time, so I’ll try to conserve it until the end.” I looked between them. “While I can take care of myself, I’d prefer to act as a secondary defensive or offensive player and assist where needed as we push from tier to tier.”

Both Andie and Eric bobbed their heads in confirmation as the horn blared and the first group ran in. I watched Matt immediately bare wolf-like claws and start leaping on various applicants. He did enough damage and caused enough fear to send them screaming. 

Far above us, the bolts holding down a skylight groaned in distress, and then the whole thing tore off with a shower of sparks. It followed the Barbur sister’s extended hand who warped the metal with her mind. She stretched the material until it was flat like a shield and then used it to protect herself against the force beams of another applicant. Jack, caught between her and Matt, roared and tossed his brick-like body into the crowd, sending several applicants flying backward.

“A metal bender, a werewolf, and a man made of bricks,” I muttered as I added this new data to my battle plan. 

“Sounds like the start to an interesting joke,” Andie said as she elbowed me lightly in the side. “Or a boy band.”

“Oh wow, you’re hilarious,” Eric said between guffaws, and I couldn’t help but smile.

“Thanks, I try,” Andie said, and I could tell the two of them would become friends, assuming we could beat this trial.

And I was determined to make that happened, so I watched our competition closely. They were well-trained, and several seemed hungry to see me fail. The second horn roared overhead, and Matt and I met eyes as I raced in. He was on the other side of the pyramid, busy with at least three different contenders. From his expression, it was clear that he wanted to claw my heart out, but that would have to wait. We each had our own immediate problems.

Andie’s rubber arm stretched up from beside me and caught the foot of a flying applicant who was headed toward Eric with a rather mean kick. She twirled and sent the guy flying. 

As he collided with the golden steps of the pyramid, Eric’s fingers lit up. With crazed blue eyes, he zapped three other applicants with a burst of chain lightning as he let out a cackle of glee.

“It worked!” he cried before letting loose another blast of lightning that took down a pair of applicants that tried to soar past us. “I just had to do what you said and focus better, Nick.”

I didn’t have time to respond because a fist came flying at my face. I caught it swiftly, and the woman it belonged to gawked, surprised by my reaction time. I kicked her backward, and she flopped into the body of another applicant who had tried to hit me with a laser beam. I dodged it, then clotheslined both of them, using my momentum to knock them both off the first tier platform. 

Another applicant, water swirling over his body, sent a pressurized blast in Eric’s direction, but Andie’s body stretched out like a parachute and blocked the attack. 

Andie winced, but she wasn’t seriously hurt. “Focus, dammit!”

“Uh, sorry.” Eric’s fingers cracked with lightning, and he lifted his palm. At his command, a thick bolt of electricity came down from the ceiling and hit his opponent with full force. The water amplified the damage, and a scream rang out. 

Frankly, I was impressed. Eric claimed he couldn’t control his abilities very well, but he was doing an okay job of it so far. Guess, he just needed someone to believe in him.

As focused as we were on combat, time passed quickly. The horn overhead rang out again, and the three of us fought our way to the second tier. Several hopefuls were left behind after the grace period, and when they tried to claw their way back up, a golden force field popped into existence behind us and prevented them from cheating. The force field rose with us, sliding into place and leaving even more frustrated applicants in its wake. 

We made it to the third tier before Matt and I were back in close range of each other. He kept glaring my way only to get distracted by another powered combatant, but he dealt with his opposition swiftly and effectively. They were well trained, holding their own just as effectively as Andie, Eric, and me, with Kristen providing support with their makeshift shield while Matt and Jack burst through the crowd like an unstoppable freight train. 

The distance between us grew smaller and smaller until we were glancing back at each other over a small crowd of fighters. Just as it looked like Matt and I would get our duel, after all, a huge tornado of fire suddenly burst upward between Matt’s crew and us. The volley of fire and air sent at least a dozen applicants flying high into the air. I heard someone scream that their arm was broken, and another that they were on fire. A flier zipped by and caught two before they kissed the hard golden steps face-first, and in the chaos, Matt and I met eye contact. He sneered in my direction before turning to deal with a different contender. 

I scanned the crowd and found the culprit behind the tornado, a small redheaded woman with a cocky grin who seemed more than delighted to watch the world burn. With an extended hand, she thrust the tornado my way when she spotted me. 

I rolled out of the way, and Andie and Eric followed. It was one thing to throw out laser beams and water blasts, but I had a thing against reckless fire users. Call it a personal issue.

“Let’s take out tornado girl!” I called out. “She’s going to get someone killed if we don’t stop her!”

“Right behind you,” Andie grunted. 

Her body was stretched out like a balloon over the top of Eric and me and took the brunt of damage meant for the two of us. Her arms had somehow made it halfway across the battlefield to punch some poor contender in the face, and then they swerved to wrap another in her rubbery arms like a thick cord, then knocked her victim and many others off the platform in the process. 

Meanwhile, a man made of metal rushed us, his hand a menacing-looking blade. He tried to stab Andie with it, but I hooked his elbow and then tossed him backward. He skidded on the golden steps, then panicked when the fire tornado rolled in over the top of him. He flew up high into the air as the others had, and I felt the heat and wind of the storm trying to pull me up with him. 

I climbed up to the second tier, then raced down the line to get the reckless fire user away from Andie and Eric. The redhead’s eyes squinted in irritation when I escaped her storm, and the tornado moved to follow my progress. I made it to Matt’s side of the pyramid and then taunted the redhead with a curl of my finger as the tornado followed behind her. 

Given the way she’d focused on me, I knew it was personal. “Come on, then! Tell me, what did I do this time?”

“Your dad killed my uncle,” she shouted back as she jabbed a finger at me. “He joined Inferno’s army after they took Otevale! Inferno killed him on a whim to make some stupid point!”

I had sympathy for her loss, I really did, but I was tired of people blaming me for the crimes of another. 

“If your uncle joined Inferno’s army, then he was a traitor,” I spat. I didn’t totally believe that, but I wanted to make her so angry that she’d stop thinking… and she did. Her eyes grew hot and wide, and the tornado flew right at me. 

Unfortunately, she was in the way of its path, and it hit her first. She was hurled into the air by her own attack, flames trailing her path back down. The tornado fizzled out immediately, and she landed against the force field, motionless. Worried for her safety, I scrambled after her to make sure she wasn’t seriously injured. Just as I was checking her pulse, an angry cry from behind me told me that Matt had finally noticed I was much closer now.

I rolled to the side and just barely kept his claws going for my neck. They scraped against the golden steps with a high-pitched metal whine. I held up my arms to protect my head and sighed a little in irritation. Behind him, Kristen had molded her skylight into a giant metal bat and swung at five other contenders trying to take advantage of the distraction. 

Jack stuck a thick, brick finger in my direction and roared, “Kill ‘em!”

“Oh, I’m not gonna kill him,” Matt sneered. “I’m just gonna make sure he never walks again. That’ll send a message.”

I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms, already tired with this pattern. “Wild guess, but is this about my dad again? You people are a broken record.”

Matt wasn’t overly thrilled with my tone, and he narrowed his eyes. “You don’t even remember me, do you?”

“Should I?”

“Just like a fucking Gateon to forget,” he spat. He angrily slashed at the air with his hand, and beside him, Jack’s bricks groaned threateningly as the monster of a man debated charging me. “Our dad is Ice Bringer, you prick. We were cousins once until your father went fucking Fruit Loops and turned on his best friend!”

Ice Bringer. It wasn’t a name that I was fond of hearing, because it was a reminder of a time when my family was still whole. Ice Bringer had been my dad’s old partner and the uncle who would send me on ridiculous adventures as a young boy. He played Santa Claus on Christmas and hid chocolates for Easter. A pleasant man with a loving smile who became distant after my mother’s murder. Inferno tried hard to convert him and grant him a position in his empire, but Ice Bringer was the stoic hero who never wavered in his duties. Legend said that he was never once tempted… I often wondered if that was true.

My father took it personally when his best friend refused him. He and Ice Bringer fought bloody battle after bloody battle for years, and I had no doubt that it cost the Barbur twins their childhood. Odd that I didn’t remember them. They were three years younger than me, and Matt had been this little squirt back then who hid behind his father’s leg with a constant thumb in his mouth. He had wide, curious eyes and a tendency to cry when I scolded him for stealing my toys. Which made the sister Kristen… she had been a quiet little girl who preferred her notebook to people. I wondered why she was here instead of a prestigious writing school, but trust in Matt to deliver the answer.

“He killed my mother, Nick,” he snarled, claws extended with the itch to murder me. “This isn’t about you. This is about sending a message to him.”

His mother was a woman named Lyla. A shapeshifter. A sweet, soft woman who always came with lollipops and a smile. 

I’d only heard about it through news outlets and never dared to ask any details. It had been something about a warped attempt by my dad to make Ice Bringer understand his personal view of the world. Likely, my dad thought that by taking from Ice Bringer what had been taken from the two of us, Ice Bringer would convert and finally join his forces. This proved my father’s insanity, of course, but I hated that it came from a place of mental illness and not outright depravity. It was a lot harder to fight my father when he was a victim of his own madness. It twisted my heart to remember his too-wide, too-desperate smile when we last spoke. He was convinced that I’d take up his mantle someday, and was proud that I, at least, understood him.

In some ways, I guess I did.

I settled my legs into a loose stance and scanned Matt’s body for weaknesses. Could go for his solar plexus, maybe strain one of his knees. He wouldn’t expect me to go for his eyes. 

“I’m sorry about Lyla, so I’m asking you nicely, Matt,” I warned. “Back off.”

Kristen rolled her eyes and put a hand on her hip. “Aw, he’s so cute when he’s all puffed up.”

Maybe I’d break his jaw. “I’m not angry,” I spat. “You’ll know when I’m angry.”

Matt twiddled his fingers in a mocking gesture. “Ooh, spooky.”

The horn roared again, and I felt it thrum throughout my entire body. Matt and I both looked at the second platform. He probably thought I was going to try to roll past him, but I simply waited, even as the force field moved closer to block our progress. 

He held his claws out, and his lips pulled back into a snarl. “Give up already, momma’s boy? You know, just like she gave in to those—”

Don’t kill him. It was a mantra in my head as the fury took me. His sheer fucking audacity.  Don’t kill him. Don’t. 

I felt raw power explode within me and then burst outward in a wave of pure force. Matt, Kristen, Jack, and several other applicants were all knocked backward as I flew up high into the air and hovered there for a moment while I let the feeling of nigh-unlimited power course through me. 

It was always a rush when I let the power take me and so hard to keep it under control. 

I rode the wave of the power inside me and dove down to snatch Matt by his collar. Then I plowed us both into the second tier platform so hard that it left an impression in the metal. 

“I warned you,” I growled, my voice deeper than before.

Matt’s eyes were wide, terrified, and utterly convinced that I was the Devil himself. He coughed, and blood painted his lips. While I wanted to do a lot more damage, I held back.

As Gemma said, heroes arrest, villains hurt. 

“You really are a monster,” Matt uttered.

I didn’t pay that any heed as I threw him hard onto the steps again, but he recovered a little quicker this time and scrambled back to his feet. He swiped at me with his claws, but they slid right off my skin like he was striking at steel. I knocked him backward with a backhand that sent him flying and shook my head. I was trying to be gentle, but it was difficult.

“Stop it!” I growled. “I’m not my father! Stop trying to tell me that I am! I didn’t ask for this, Matt!”

Behind me, the metal applicant from earlier tried to take advantage of the distraction and stab me with his bladed hand. It didn’t pierce my skin. I slowly turned to look at him and then punched him so hard that he flew off the platform and bounced against the force field barrier.

Matt looked from the crumpled heap of the metal applicant to me and then crossed his arms. “Not your father, eh?”

“I’m sorry about what he did to your family,” I shot back as I widened my stance to be ready for the attacks I knew were coming. “Hell, I’m sorry about what he did to Otevale, but that wasn’t me! You’ve got to listen. I don’t want to hurt you!”

“Just try, Inferno Boy!”

Matt rolled forward and went for my eyes this time. I blocked him with an arm and winced. At first, my skin resisted his claws, but with enough persistence, he managed to pierce it all the same. I felt blood flow out of the wound, saw it drip down my arm. Matt was rabid now, fangs bared like he was actually going to bite me. 

With a sigh, I tossed him backward again. It was as easy as breathing. And the claw marks he’d left on my skin? They healed instantly. “Why won’t you listen?”

It was hard not to be a little angry at him, and I focused that anger into a punch to a woman made of ice who tried to take advantage of the distraction between Matt and me to attack me. My fist smashed into her face hard enough that she cracked a little. 

As she stumbled backward and tumbled down the pyramid, Matt recovered again easily enough and slashed at the air in frustration. He was so angry that there were tears in his eyes. I had pity for him, really, even if he was a dick. 

“Come on, Matt. I’m not my father, and you aren’t yours.” I smiled at him. “We were cousins once… Maybe we could be again?”

“Never! My family trusted a Gateon once, and we’ll never make that mistake again!” Matt shrieked. “Not now, not ever!”

He leapt at me again, and we twisted together in a flurry of fists, kicks, claws, and madness. I learned very quickly that he had a healing factor, and it was because of this that I stopped being careful. To be honest, he’d already gone too far, and my patience was a fraying thread. My vision red, I focused the power through my eyes into lasers that burned a hole through his abdomen, and when he doubled over in pain, I punched a hole through his chest. 

He shrieked but healed through it and then clawed at my face like an animal. I grabbed him with both hands and flew up high, then slammed him into the ground with a strong enough impact to dent the golden platform below us and shatter his back into a million pieces. 

I’d expected him to stay down with that one, but a moment later, he was up again with a snarl, teeth bared to me like a rabid hound. He wouldn’t stop, not for anything. 

“Matt, for God’s sake—” I cried in exasperation.

The horn blasted again to interrupt me. The final tier. The last battle. Matt tried to throw me down below, but I didn’t budge. This just pissed him off even more, and he vibrated with rage as he jabbed a clawed finger at me, his eyes wild with hate. 

“You’re not winning this, Nick!” he roared. “You don’t belong at Valcav, and you’ll never be a hero! The others might be fooled, but I know you! You’re a Gateon! You’ll turn someday, I know it! You’re fucking evil! It’s in your fucking blood!”

I wasn’t sure what else I could say to him, and it hurt to know that he’d never believe otherwise. We’d been cousins, once. Distant, maybe, but I could still remember the look of joy on his face each Christmas when his dad, dressed as Santa, burst into the warm Gateon household bearing gifts for all the children. I could still remember Kristen asking me for a rhyme to one of her poems. I could remember all of us smiling, happy and warm, content with a proper family for once. They’d been a part of it. It should have mattered.

“I lost my mother too,” I said as my voice trembled a little. “I’m sorry, but it’s not my fault.”

Kristen came up behind and swung hard with her makeshift metal bat. It hit me square on the back of the head, and I slowly turned to look at her. 

“It’s better for all of us if you just drop out,” she muttered and then hit me again. The metal bounced harmlessly off my face. Jack took his chance then and kicked me hard in the abdomen. 

I sighed and shook my head. “You can’t hurt me.”

“Wanna bet?” Kristen snarled, and as she summoned more metal, I flicked the air between us, and the force of it was enough to send Kristen tumbling across the battlefield. 

Matt let out a howl of anguish and leapt at me. With cupped palms, I unleashed the raging energy in me in a different, more subtle fashion, a ray of blinding light. It should have taken down Matt, but Jack interposed himself in front of it. His bricks singed and flung out in various directions, but they quickly reassembled into the walking dick I knew him to be. 

Matt plowed into me a second later, and I heard the snapping of his bones as his shoulder shattered against my waist. Then I looked down at him and slammed one fist down on the small of his back with so much force he actually punched three feet into the metal floor. 

Unfortunately, I could already see him healing the damage. 

Kristen motioned to hit me again, but suddenly, an elastic arm twisted around her body and flung her to the floor of the platform, and the giant metal bat clattered off the pyramid. Andie rolled into the chaos, her body shaped like a barrel, and then kicked Kristen for good measure while she stretched and contorted back to normal. Matt leapt at her, furious on behalf of his sister, but Andie stretched her body out of his way and then giggled when he missed her entirely. 

“You’re being stupid,” she said and waggled a finger at him. “You’re no Ice Bringer, he’s no Inferno. Stop being a bitch and get over it.”

Matt was not over it. He screamed in rage and then leapt at her again, but a sharp crack of lightning jolted him, and he fell to his knees with a sharp cry of pain.

Eric came to my side and pumped his fist into the air. “Yeah! Nick Gateon’s my friend! We’re all friends now! You don’t mess with us, because we’re friends! Buddies! Best friends, even! We’ll beat you up, you jerk!”

I had to smile at that. Eric was excitable and ridiculous, but at least he was loyal. Andie and I met eyes, and then I smiled a little wider, this time for an entirely different reason. 

But I felt all the energy drain out of me. It was crazy how fast ten minutes could pass in the thick of battle. I sank to my knees, and Andie rushed forward to catch me before I could fall. 

“Nick, what…?”

“‘M alright,” I slurred. “S’normal. Happens. I’ll be fine.”

“You sure?” She didn’t sound convinced as she hovered at my side.

“Yeah, I’m…” I tried to stand, and then immediately fell back to my knees again when the world swam a little. I’d expended a lot of energy, apparently. A nap would very, very nice, but there was no time for that now. “‘M good.”

“Bullshit,” Andie huffed. She held onto me while I tried to stand again, but this time, I was able to hold my own. I balled my fists and held them out in front of me. 

Matt pounced yet again, and this time, I was a little slow to dodge out of the way, and we tumbled together onto the floor. He tried to swipe at my face, but I caught his wrist and then twisted us both around, so I had his arm pinned behind his back. 

I used the leverage to threaten a break, and muttered, “Stop it.”

“Fuck you, Inferno Boy,” Matt snarled.

“The name’s Nick. And I said stop.” I wrenched his arm hard enough to strain it, but not to break it. Even if he’d heal, I wanted to make a point, that even without my powers, I could keep him in check. 

Matt groaned in pain, and I released his wrist before kicking him across the platform to join his sister and their crony.

The horn blasted its final plea, and just like that, the battle was done. Matt, Kristen, and Jack were all on the final platform, and so were we. I glanced around and saw that Elianna had also made it, as well as a few other familiar faces. 

Beside me, Eric hooted in victory. “Woohoo! Yeah, we did it! Team Nick, all the way!”

Andie took my hand and helped me back up. I swayed a little, in danger of falling again, but she held on firmly. We locked eyes. I was the first to look away. 

“Thanks for helping,” I said to the floor. “I’m strong, but I can only use my power for a bit. Don’t worry, I’ll recover. Just need a minute.”

“Nick, you did great.” Andie snatched my chin and forced me to meet her eyes again. “If Matt and his sister can’t see that and want to be stubborn, let ‘em. You’ve got Eric and me now. Right, Eric?”

Eric pumped his fist into the air and bounced on his feet. “Heck yeah! Team Nick, all the way! Screw you, Barbur twins!”

Matt flipped him off, but there was no real heat behind it now that the battle was done. He helped his sister stand up again and then hugged her in congratulations on their mutual victory. He whispered something in her ear as he looked back at us. At me. 

“He knows my weakness,” I whispered to Andie. “Next round won’t be so easy.”

She hugged me with one arm and waved to the twins with a mocking smile. “We’ll be ready, Nick. I’ve got your back.”

I met Matt’s eyes, and he held mine in turn. We kept in contact even while Gemma congratulated the victors, and they all cheered on the platform, roaring with approval. 

“Appreciate it,” I told Andie. “I’m gonna need it.”
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Chapter 3
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A few hours later, I found myself seated at a table with Andie while the smells of fine dining danced around the room. My nose followed the trail of a well-seasoned steak, dressed in crisp green chives. There was a platter of fresh ruby red tomatoes beside it, swimming in a bed of lettuce. Cheeses of various imports were chopped and prepared on fine platters. An entire dish of chicken parmesan sandwiches caught my eye, as they were made with garlic knots. I watched as a blonde woman plucked one from the table and then split it open so that the melted cheese inside stretched outward. 

She was the same woman I’d seen duplicated on the obstacle course that morning. She smiled when she noticed me watching her antics and walked over with the sandwich on a plate. Bowing slightly, she kept the plate balanced on her palm.

“The name is Adelaide Jones, sugar,” she said. “You can call me Adelaide if it pleases you. You must be that Nick Gateon that’s got Gemma all flustered. You’ll see a lot of me around here.”

“Gemma’s… flustered?” That was news to me. She’d seemed rather focused on her duties as an instructor. We hadn’t spoken two words since Andie and I broke the record on the obstacle course.

Adelaide rolled her pretty green eyes and waggled a finely manicured nail at me. It was ruby red and matched the color of her dress. “Of course, sweetie! All day, she’s been watchin’ you with extra care. Practically bitin’ her nails, she was. I’d heard through the grapevine that she and Douglas rescued you as a boy from that terrible man. Kept in contact, did she?”

“Yeah,” I admitted with a slight flush to my cheeks. “She did. She connected me to some mentors that helped me learn self-defense while powerless. Checked in every six months, actually.”

“What a sweetheart, that woman. Don’t let the icy routine fool you, she really cares for her students. But listen to me ramble on, you have so many other people to meet!” She sat the plate down, then dug through her little black purse for a business card. She passed it to me with a smile. It read ‘ADELAIDE JONES, STAFF.’ Descriptive. 

“I take it you fill a lot of roles here at the Academy, Miss Jones?”

Adelaide grinned at the idea of being referred to as ‘Miss,’ and tossed a hand at me. “Such manners, Mr. Gateon.” Andie, who’d been distracted with a big slice of a beautiful velvet cake, glanced over and smiled a little secret thing. Adelaide returned it and then gestured at the business card I still carried. “You call me if you ever need a hand, alright? Any friend of Gemma’s is a friend of mine.”

“I will,” I promised and pocketed the card for later. Adelaide wiggled her fingers in farewell and headed towards the staff table. 

Andie elbowed me with a grin. “Already shmoozing the staff, Nick? I like this plan.”

“Not on purpose.” I smiled and gently elbowed her back. “Can’t help it if I’m charming.”

Andie snorted and looked me up and down with a hunger in her eyes. “Among other things.” 

I cleared my throat and looked around. Matt, Jack, and Kristen were seated at a table opposite us and, by coincidence, in the perfect position to glare. Kristen and I locked eyes, and then she jabbed her brother with a spoon and pointed at me with it. Their whispers were quiet, but I already knew the content of what they had to say. I hated that there was nothing I could do to stop it.

Andie caught my sour look, as well as who it was pointed towards. She wrapped an arm around me and pecked me on the temple, still the easy loving soul I’d met earlier that day. 

“Fuck ‘em,” she spat, shrugging a little. “Let ‘em bitch.”

“I just wish I could—”

“Stop that.” Andie met my eyes. “Anyone who judges you based on hearsay and stupid rumors isn’t worth your goddamned time. Trust me, I know what I’m talking about. You’re not the only one who’s suffered a little discrimination, you know.”

I did a double take and studied Andie a bit more closely. Her arm was warm around me, but I could sense the shift in tension, a sudden, silent ghost in the space between us. I rubbed gently at the tense muscle between her shoulder blades, trying to be comforting. Her beautiful brown eyes, while still glistening with happiness, carried a trace of darkness in them. 

“I’m sorry, Andie. You’re… you’re fantastic. Who would even…?” Discrimination wasn’t a word that I’d put to my own situation, but I wondered who had judged Andie unworthy of anything. She was nearly a better fighter than I was and had easily smashed a record that had taken me years of training to even dare attempt. Add that to natural beauty and a smile that could light up even my father’s mood, and it just didn’t make any sense.

She laughed at that, but her eyes cast down to the table all the same. “You’re sweet, Nick.” It was clear she didn’t quite believe me.

I tsked and poked her side with my finger. “I believe the word you used was ‘bullshit’? I’m a lot of things, Miss Stretchy, but a liar isn’t one of them.” 

She laughed again at the reference, and her smile persisted this time. I drank it in, happy to know that I hadn’t pressed her too hard, too fast. Still, she said nothing in response to my praise, and so I rubbed at the tension between her shoulders again. 

“Talk to me. Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. It’s nothing,” Andie said quietly, though by her tone and somber expression it was clearly anything but. “Old history. I’m fine, really. It’s stupid, I shouldn’t have brought it up.” 

“Nonsense.” I waggled a finger at her. “We’re a team now, remember? Team Nick. You beat up my demons, and I beat up yours.” 

She shook her head, but she was smiling again, and that’s all I really cared about. She pulled me in closer, and the easy grace was back right where it belonged. “I think I’d like to see that, to be honest. You’re incredibly hot when you’re kicking ass.”

I lifted a brow at her, intrigued. “Is that so?”

“Oh yeah.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively at me.

“Well, remind me to striptease next time.”

We both laughed, and she released me to snatch some hors d’oeuvres off the plate of a passing waiter. They were little crackers with fine pepper and cheese, and she passed me one before popping one into her mouth.

“God,” she moaned, and the look of utter joy on her face was almost sexual as she met my eyes. “Everything here makes my mouth all tingly.”

I smirked and passed her back the cracker she’d given me. She popped that one into her mouth like the first and giggled after swallowing it down. 

“I ordered us some steak earlier,” I said with a grin. “Should be arriving soon.”

“Good man!” She smacked me on the shoulder playfully.

Fine dining was something that my father loved when I still lived on the island. After pillaging the world and dominating its many economies, he’d taken to expensive luxuries like he was trying to prove a point. I’d rarely enjoyed dining with him, but his taste was well refined and hard to forget. I wondered if he’d be toasting me tonight with some aged wine, proud that I’d made it into the academy against all the odds. No doubt he was watching from afar and already knew about the record I’d broken. His record.  His and Ice Bringer’s.

Strange to think that they’d been lifelong friends since the early days of the Academy. Word was the hero Judgment had been their mentor. I scanned the room and spotted him, a tall, ageless man with an ugly scar cut over his left eye. His real name was Efraim Siedel. He had long jet black hair, dark eyes, and sallow skin. Frankly, he looked like Dracula. Considering that he’d been living for at least the last hundred years, he probably was Dracula. When he turned to look at me, sensing my attention, his scowl twisted the scar over his left eye. He grimaced in disgust and marched toward me.

True to his name, Efraim was obsessed about law and order. Like Gemma, he was ageless and had maintained that law and order for a very long time. My father rarely spoke of him, but when he did, it was with the tone of a boy who wanted so badly to impress what had become a father figure. Call me jaded, but I already knew that I was in for some disappointment.

“Gateon,” Efraim spat. His voice was a smoker’s gravel. “I noticed your temper on the pyramid. Your father was quick to anger too.”

I glared back at him and didn’t justify that with a response. 

Andie, however, had no such patience. “Matt was spitting fire from the get-go! I heard you’re his mentor, maybe you should do something about that.”

Efraim squinted at Andie like she were a beetle that he longed to crush under his boot. She ignored it and popped another cracker into her mouth. She crunched it very loudly just to annoy him. 

I put my arm around her again in a silent show of support and met Efraim’s eyes dead on while he tried to stare me down. After an eternity of this, I sat back in my chair and pretended I didn’t care whatsoever. 

“I don’t know what you mean, Mr. Siedel,” I said nonchalantly. “I’m surrounded by all this amazing food and people I can call friends. I’m content.”

“Yeah.” Andie leaned into me and bobbed her head in agreement. “Maybe you should go check on Matt, he’s been giving us the evil eye all night long.”

Efraim wasn’t happy with my response, but there was little else he could do. He spun on his heel with a grunt of disgust and marched towards Matt’s table to seize the boy and cart him off to some unknown corner. I didn’t care to watch. 

Eric slid into the chair on my right and plopped a plate of various fruits on the table. “Was that Judgment? You make fast friends. You know, he’s probably a vampire—”

“Not friends, believe me,” I corrected. “He was my dad’s mentor.”

“Oh,” Eric startled. He glanced at Efraim’s back, and then to Matt, who was busy explaining himself in nervous gestures. “I didn’t know that. That’s, uh… Yeah.”

Eric seemed to hate the silence because I could tell by the way he twisted in his seat that he was itching for a brand new topic. Fortunately, the dinner that I’d ordered for Andie and I had finally arrived, and two plates of perfect Angus sirloin were set down in front of us. It came with garlic knots that burst with steam when I cracked one open and savored the delicious texture of perfect bread within. 

“I knew letting you pick the meal was gonna end up in my favor!” Andie crooned, clearly in love as she cut into the steak and found it just the right shade of pink.

I carefully cut a piece and then let the meat linger in my mouth while the juices danced around and played a heavenly tune with my taste buds. I felt a rush of endorphins sail up my spine, and I sighed, settling back into my chair. It had been a long time since I’d had a good steak. Far, far too long.

“Wow,” I said as I swallowed. “Wow.”

Andie gestured at her own plate and grinned from ear to ear. “I know, right?”

The two of us drowned in the flavors for a while, and I didn’t even notice when Eric slid further to the right, and someone else sat down beside me. It wasn’t until she said, “Hey,” that I jumped out of my own skin. 

I knew that voice, even if it had been years since I had last heard it.

It was Kara.

Kara Johnson was a childhood friend from years past and a ghost of the life I’d long left behind. She had sharp blue eyes and vibrant red hair, and she was… well, she was a woman now. Apparently, people kept right on growing when they fell out of contact. Who knew?

“Hey, yourself,” I said, wide-eyed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you at the trials. I had no idea. You’re powered too?”

Kara smiled at my flustered expression and nodded slightly. She seemed… nervous. She rubbed her palms on her knees and darted a glance at Andie and Eric on either side of us. 

Andie, of course, was a wonder at releasing tension. “Who’s the cute redhead?” she cooed.

“Um. K-Kara,” she stammered.  “I’m a…” She wavered on the idea of ‘friend,’ and I frowned at that. Did she think I’d be mad? 

“Kara was my childhood friend.” I carefully hugged her with one arm and waited until she accepted the touch before pulling her in fully. I smiled at her when she melted a little bit. It was strange to see her so tentative and nervous. She used to be a ball of constant energy. “We haven’t seen each other in years.”

Andie waved her arms like she was beckoning us to kiss… and for all I knew, maybe she was. “Well, time to catch up then!”

“It’s… it’s been a long time, Nick,” Kara began shyly. “I’m… I’m sorry I fell out of contact. I heard about the record you broke earlier, it sounds like you’ve been training hard.”

“I have.” I nodded and smiled again. 

Kara and I locked eyes, and it was hard to part once I did. I used to drown myself in them. They were a crisp, clean blue, and her hair? This fireball shade of red, my favorite color in the whole world. Still embracing her with one arm, I rubbed her other shoulder in a silent show of support. 

“I’m glad to see you, Kara,” I said with utter honesty.

“Same. It’s been… it’s been too long,” she admitted.

I released her a moment later and tentatively returned to my steak. Andie watched me slice it carefully with a focus that was obviously not on the dish before me. My entire world had dwindled down to the heat of Kara’s presence beside me, and the little smile she wore let me know that everything was alright between us. 

“You said you were childhood friends?” Andie frowned as her knowing brown eyes slid to Kara. 

It was Kara who explained the story. Before my mother died, she had been my neighbor and the best friend that I never quite admitted to having. She was the girl that would ask me to play house with her on a daily basis, even though it was clear that I hated the entire experience. 

She would demand that I treated her dolls with respect. I never did, of course. I’d beaten more than a few Barbies to death in boyish frustration and tossed others into various filthy places just for the look of devastation on her face. We would argue for a while, but it never really had any heat. She would always show up at my door the next day with a beaming smile and another game to play.

As we grew, the games and conversations differed… that Valentine’s Day right before everything fell apart, I gave her a bouquet of wildflowers, each carefully picked because they matched the hue of her eyes. I had watched my father do the same for my mother, and her smile had been inspiring. Kara’s smile wasn’t quite the same, after that. 

It was even better. 

“After your mother died, I fell out of contact. Your dad took you away to that island, so…” Kara gestured helplessly and then sipped a glass of wine she’d snatched from a roving waiter. 

Now I realized why she’d been so tentative. “Kara, I’m not mad that we fell out of contact. Believe me, I know how my dad is.”

“Sure,” Kara said, not looking convinced. I poked her in the side with a roll of my eyes.

“Stop that,” I said with a grin. “I’m happy to see you. You’re a sight for sore eyes, and I’m glad for the friends right now.”

“Yeah,” Eric piped up. He gestured with a fist and eyeballed the Barbur twins. They were subdued after Efraim’s interference, focused on a conversation with Jack and some other guy. “We’re Team Nick now!” 

“We kicked serious ass in the tournament,” Andie added with a grin. She waggled her fork at Kara. “I bet you did too. You’ve got a mental power set, I take it?”

“Yeah.” Kara nodded. “I, uh… I actually broke a record, to be honest. Brad nearly had me for a bit, but I beat the crap out of him in the build phase.”

I lifted a brow. “Brad?”

She gestured at the guy the twins were speaking to next to Jack. “Some tool from Otvale. What with the way he’s been glaring your way, I guess he’s a fan.”

I shrugged and returned to the steak with a bit more gusto. Cutting a piece, I held the meat between my teeth and spat, “He can get in line. I’ve got a whole city’s worth of them.”

Kara barked a laugh, and I was so glad to hear the sound that I couldn’t help but stare. We locked eyes again, and I smiled her way. She reflected it back and finally eased a bit. 

“Anyway, my power set revolves around technology,” she said. “You give me a cellphone, I can turn it into a laser gun.”

Eric’s eyes lit up, and he immediately dug deep into his pockets. He handed her his phone, and Kara smiled at his excitable nature. 

“Show me!” he squealed. “Uh, please. I’m curious.”

Kara took the phone a gentle sigh. Her red bangs fell in front of her eyes as she focused on the phone which began to shift and mold in the palm of her hand. The hard plastic cover went flat and circular. The internal parts reassigned themselves to other roles, and the screen condensed until it became a glowing disk. A button appeared on the side, and when she pressed it, a hologram danced over the device. It was a layout of the current room. She spread her forefinger and thumb with a gesture, and the view widened to cover the entire academy, then to the district, then to the city.

Eric was impressed. “A live holographic map?”

She tipped her head and scrolled again rapidly until we saw the whole planet spin against a blanket of stars. “I tapped into a satellite,” she said like it was as easy as breathing. “You can track anyone, anywhere.”

“You’re fucking with me,” Andie said, her voice hushed and her eyes wide as hockey pucks. 

“Nope,” Kara said with a proud smile.

“That’s impressive as hell,” the blonde added. “And really useful.”

“Can you track my father with that?” I don’t know why I asked what I had, but the question was out before I could hold it back. 

Kara hesitated only a moment, then she moved her fingers rapidly over the hologram until it was focused on the island I used to call home. It zoomed into the tall tower where my father worked, and a dot appeared, stationary, in what I remembered to be the dining hall. 

“He’s a dot because he’s out of view of the satellites,” she explained, “but given estimations and reports, he’s there.”

“You’re gonna save the world someday,” Andie said and reached around me to clap her on the back. “It took you, what? Two minutes to do something that everyone else has been struggling to accomplish for years? You’re awesome.”

Kara ducked her head and blushed so vehemently she matched the color of her hair. With a gesture, the phone returned to its original state, and she passed it back to Eric who carefully examined the phone in wonder as if convinced it was going to start spouting holograms again.

“Mr. Saito was impressed when I showed him some other ideas I had,” Kara continued. “He asked me to keep working them and said that he was going to share some of my designs with Triton.”

I lifted a brow and glanced at the staff table. “Mr. Saito?”

She pointed at an unassuming man in a suit and tie. I didn’t recognize him, and she smiled and explained, “Hiro. You know, Mindbender.” 

That explained why I didn’t recognize him. He was a hero that worked through tricks and hallucinations from the shadows. He was a relative unknown compared to forces like Triton, but anyone who knew their hero history recognized how much good he had done in his career. 

Eric’s eyes widened and bounced a little bit in his chair. “Mindbender was the single reason we won the Battle of the Bay! Lord Inferno’s been trying to find him for years.”

“It was quite an honor,” Kara said with a nod. She glanced at Eric and then cleared her throat again. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to be rude, but I didn’t catch your name.”

“Oh, I’m Eric! I’m zappy.” Eric twiddled his fingers, but no sparks appeared there. He shook his hands furiously and tried again, but still nothing. “Well, I’m usually zappy. Anyway, I just barely qualified to get in. I turned eighteen last week.”

“I thought you looked young,” Andie said as she jabbed her fork Eric’s way.

“A natural talent, my mom said!” he said proudly. “She’s gonna be so stoked when she finds out I made friends with a Gateon.”

“And I’m Andie,” the blonde said with an easy smile. “I’m stretchy, obviously. Nice to meet you, Kara.”

Kara laughed and shook her head. “Stretchy, huh?”

“That’s what he said!” Andie chuckled.

I held up my hands in surrender. “It’s true, I did. She’s lived up to the hype, too.”

“We made a good team on both trials.” Andie clapped me on the back, looking proud of herself. “I chose well.”

“You did,” I reassured her. “You’d still be on the other side of that bridge if it wasn’t for me.”

“Probably true.” Andie settled back in her chair and huffed a little at the memory. “The last part of the course required teamwork. I bet that was Triton’s doing. He’s always going on about it in his speeches, isn’t he?”

“Sure, but he’s got a point,” I said. “We finished that tournament together. Without you and Eric to back me up, I’d probably be a smear on Matt’s fist.”

“Not true, Nick,” Andie countered. “You were holding your own against all three of them for a while there.”

“Yeah, well, it doesn’t count when I’m powered,” I said humbly.

“I’ll say,” Andie grinned. “You were fuckin’ amazing. Flight, laser eyes. You breathed and caused a whirlwind for God’s sake. And then there was all that super strength. Matt can take a beating, apparently.”

Kara followed my eyes to the man in question, and she lifted a brow. “You mean cousin Matt? As in Matt and Kristen? I didn’t think they’d hold a grudge.”

Andie lifted a brow at that. “Cousin?”

“Cousin-like,” I amended as I shook my head. “Last I saw them, they were teeny tiny and obsessed with their mother. They visited every Christmas for a while.”

Kara nodded. “We’d all celebrate with the Gateons. It was a pretty big affair for years.”

“Yeah, until Mom was murdered and my dad went crazy,” I seethed out. Kara’s hand found its way to my back and rubbed it in slow, soothing circles. I shook myself and left the bitterness where it lay. “Anyway, Matt’s got it in for me. Kristen hasn’t really spoken two words since we met on the course, but I don’t think she’s much better. She seems really focused on protecting Matt and backing up his insanity. He even brought up my mother in the final tournament. Blames me for everything my dad’s ever done. Dude’s convinced I’m going to turn into my dad or some such nonsense. I tried getting through to him, but he won’t listen. He’s—”

“An idiot,” Andie cut in. “The only one in danger of turning into your father is him. I meant what I told Judgment. Matt’s too angry. If he doesn’t get a handle on it, he’ll go villain by the end of the year, mark my words.”

I shook my head and glanced Matt’s way again. We met eyes, and he scowled at me with such pure, utter hatred that I had to look away first. 

“It’s not that simple,” I told the others. “They’ve suffered a lot because of my father’s actions. They lost their mother too.”

“Welcome to the world.” Andie shrugged. “I’m sorry, Nick, but I don’t have pity for people who attack first and ask questions later. Until he starts acting like a man instead of a little boy throwing a temper tantrum, I’ve got no respect for him. I won’t waste time pretending otherwise.”

Kara watched the exchange with a lifted brow. “It sounds like things got pretty heated during the tournament. I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, I agree. I think he’s being stupid.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I reassured her. “I’m not going to lie, the hostility hurt… but I don’t need their approval. I know where I stand with my father, I know what I want in life. The twins can fuck off.”

Andie cheered with a fist pump and then clapped me on the back again. “That’s the spirit! Fuck ‘em!”

“It’s odd they’re so obsessed with the idea that you’ll turn into Lord Inferno,” Eric piped up, glancing over at the twins thoughtfully. “Like it’s a bad thing. Inferno was the greatest hero in the world, saved millions before he flipped. He was even Triton’s hero, did you know? Said that in an interview once.”

“Until he went insane,” I muttered.

“Sure,” Eric added with a shrug of his shoulders, “your dad might be a menace now, but he saved my granddad’s life once. We’ve still got some of his old posters in our attic. When I call you a Gateon, I don’t mean in reference to the villain that’s terrorized the world. He’s not a Gateon anymore, Nick, but you are.”

Of all the things I was expecting Eric to say, that wasn’t it. I was oddly moved. 

“He’s slaughtered thousands,” I pointed out. “Whatever legacy he had, it’s long gone now.”

Andie nudged me with her shoulder. “He has you, doesn’t he? Eric’s got it right. You’re not your dad, but you can still walk in his footsteps without turning into a monster.”

“I… I suppose,” I conceded. It twisted my heart to hear it, but it left a warm feeling to know that I was surrounded by people who believed that much in me. “I just want to make things right. That’s all.”

Kara hugged me and leaned her head on my shoulder. “Stop fretting so much. You’re gonna develop worry lines.”

“And we can’t mar that perfect face.” Andie chuckled. “He’s too cute. It must be protected.”

“He is,” Kara agreed, “even when he’s pouting.”

“Especially when he’s pouting.”

I sighed, rolled my eyes, and then hugged them both. “Thanks, girls.” My tone was somewhat sarcastic, but it was all in good humor. I glanced at Eric and nodded his way as well. “I appreciate it.”

At the staff table, Triton stood and rang his glass for attention. He waited until a hush fell over the tables and all eyes were turned to him. 

“Congratulations to the new students of Valcav Academy,” he began. “We’ve had two records broken today, and they will be marked in history for future applicants to conquer. Everything you do here will reflect upon future generations. Do not take the weight of that lightly. The year will be full of strife, and you will need to maintain a strong and steady course, but I know that each of you has the makings of a true hero.”

His eyes settled on me, and I stared back, butterflies dancing around in my stomach. “It’s up to each of you to define what that means. Finish your meals and rest well. Tomorrow, we start bright and early in your new courses.”

Triton sat back down and immediately entered a hushed conversation with Gemma. I glanced at the two girls, then to Eric, and sighed. 

“Goodbye, steak,” I joked. “Hello, homework.”

Andie was already standing, excited to get started. “Time to kick ass. I’m gonna go check out the dorm. You coming, Kara?”

Kara’s eyes lingered on me, and she shook her head. “I’ll stop by later. I want to catch up a bit more.”

“Alright, I’ll find a good fluffy bed for you,” the blonde quipped as she hurried off

Kara and I ended up talking far into the night, long after Eric left. By the time we were finished, the dark circles under her eyes had become quite evident. I eventually escorted her to her dorm, and she yawned and hugged me tightly.

“Goodnight, Nick.”

“Goodnight, Kara.”

We didn’t kiss, but I noticed the way her eyes fell to my lips. Instead of making contact, I nodded and headed back the way of the boy’s dorm. She stopped me with a hand, drawing my attention back again.

“I… I never said it, but… thank you for the flowers.”

“The flowers?”

“The ones you gave me before… anyway, they meant a lot. So… thanks.”

I smiled, and she smiled back. Her eyes could light up a black hole. I could die in them and be content. 

“Maybe I’ll get you more,” I said. “Red ones this time. To match your hair.”

She fingered a strand and blushed a little. “I missed you, Nick. I’m glad you’re here.”

“I missed you too. Goodnight, Kara.”

“I… goodnight, Nick.”
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Chapter 4 - Eric

[image: image]


“Eric, has everything been as you expected, honey? Are you settling in well? We saw that you were accepted. The dorm is big enough, isn’t it? You can still come home, you know—”

“Oh my gosh, Mom.” 

I didn’t mean to cut her off, but I was so goddamned excited. I couldn’t believe the day I just had. It felt like I was sinking through the world because it wasn’t real enough to sustain me anymore. The phone protested with static when I accidentally shocked it, and I winced, trying to calm back down again. 

“Oh my gosh,” I repeated.

“Honey? Are you okay?”

“Okay? Oh my gosh. Mom, I made friends with Nick Gateon! The Nick Gateon!”

“You mean Junior, yes?” She wasn’t nearly so enthused as I was, but I loved that she humored me, anyway. “He’s the son, right?”

“Yeah! I can’t believe it! Can you believe it? I can’t believe it!”

I wasn’t expecting to make friends at Valcav, let alone the acquaintance of someone like Nick. To be honest, I was dizzy even from the experience of attending the trials. I’d been surrounded by so many talented people and so much history all at once. 

Superheroes and villains have ruled our culture for hundreds of years, and Alexandria had been home to the greatest of them all again and again. Before he passed away, Grandpa and I often wondered why that was. Perhaps there was some secret supernatural nature to the city encouraging mutations in children, or maybe it really was down to chance. Whatever the case, I’d picked up where my grandpa had left off and dedicated my life so far to the study of heroes and all their achievements. 

It wasn’t just a fascination for powered people, though that in itself was certainly a fun subject full of wonder. No, Grandpa saw our study as a quest into the purpose of human nature itself. For every amazing hero, there was a cruel villain to balance them. And some, like Inferno, rose to the heights of one side, only to tumble down into the depths of another.

The Gateon name was considered a curse to most in the city, and even though we’d only just met, I could read the anxious little lights in Nick’s eyes whenever he met someone new. He was always worried that curse would come to pass and punish him for deeds not even his own. It was bizarre to think that someone as powerful and talented as he was, with that incredible blood thrumming through his veins, would have to fight so hard just to earn the respect of his peers. 

My family felt differently because Inferno had saved our lives once, and that still mattered despite his tumble into darkness. Not that we advertised the fact, nor were we eager to see his takeover progress throughout the world… 

Inferno really had committed horrible atrocities, and many might not ever be forgiven. Still, it was hard to argue the dictator’s point when his empire was clean, his streets safe, and his people cared for. Most didn’t know that, but I was nothing if not a nerd. I did a lot of research. Inferno’s people were happy. Ridiculously so.

My grandfather and I studied the Gateon case thoroughly when I was younger, and we both decided that everyone had a driving point that could be twisted if pressed hard enough. Someone had found that point in Inferno, and it was Nick who had largely paid the price for it.

When I first met him, I maybe came off a bit too strong. That happens sometimes, I know I’m pretty excitable. Nick’s a legend in his own right, and there he was, eye to eye with me like it was completely normal. I had dedicated my life to studying people like his family, and I couldn’t believe how lucky I was. 

Then the round started, and he was off climbing the walls like it was second nature, and I couldn’t believe his raw talent either. He broke a record set by his father, and if that wasn’t destiny calling, I don’t know what is.

Nick wasn’t just strong in terms of latent power, he was smart too. Calculating. Forgiving. Good-natured. Amazing. All the makings of a great hero and I was already close enough to witness it happen. 

“You sound very happy, dear,” Mom’s voice broke through my thoughts. “This is a pleasant turnaround from before.”

I froze and immediately curled up where I sat on the bed in my dorm room. As ecstatic as I was a moment ago, I was suddenly nervous again. 

“I’m… I’m trying, mom,” I muttered.

“It sounds like this Nick is a good influence on you.”

“He’s been through a lot more than me, and yet he’s so unshakable. I just… I just want to be good enough. I want to be like that, you know?”

“You are good enough, honey. I’ve been saying that for years.”

“I know, I…”

“Have you been going to your appointments?”

“Of course, mom. Everything’s already taken care of. I still can’t believe my psychologist is fucking Mindbender. That’s—”

”Language, Eric.”

I rolled my eyes but smiled, anyway. “Sorry. I’d give you a penny if I were there.” 

“You owe me one when you visit, young man.”

I fell back on my pillows with a sigh and stared up at the ceiling. I felt like I was swimming. It was so hard to believe that today even happened. 

“I’m very proud of you,” my mother whispered. “I love you so much. Your father is also very proud. He’s been watching the video of your trials all day.”

Five months ago, I thought my life was over. My mother found me curled up in the cemetery half-delirious with fever. It was Grandpa’s grave where I’d found solace. He’d been recently buried after several years of battle with illness, and I wasn’t quite willing to let go. 

My mother was the only source of warmth that night, and it was all I could do to sink into her embrace. She wrapped me up in a warm blanket and dragged me home without a negative thing to say about it. 

“You’ll have good days too,” she promised. 

I really, really love my mom, and it was then I decided that I wanted to make her proud. My parents and their parents before them were sweet, ordinary souls who never developed their own abilities. To be the first powered in the family was to be buried under very high expectations… but I was ready to prove myself, and thus I trained hard for the next five months to earn the privilege to learn at Valcav.

Now, I was here, and Nick freaking Gateon was my friend. I couldn’t help but look up to him and the way he handled things so smoothly. He saw a challenge, and he conquered it. I wanted to be like that.

“Life is crazy,” I said. “I can’t believe any of this is real.”

“Believe it. You’ve done very well.”

There was a part of me that nearly denied it. It would probably always be there, but I didn’t have to give in anymore. I thought about what Nick would do and smiled instead. It was okay to be happy, I decided. If he could do it, so could I.

“I know,” I said confidently. The tone surprised even me, and I chuckled. 

My mother chuckled as well. “You’ve got to bring this Nick guy to dinner sometime. He’s clearly left a mark.”

“Yeah. Yeah, maybe I will.”
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Chapter 5
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The morning sun poured its rays over the various new students who sat at their desks and waited for class to start. Poor Jack had been assigned a modified, much wider desk to suit his massive brick body, and the Barbur twins had joined him at the back of the room to keep him company. 

Brad, a guy as plain as his name suggested, seemed to be engrossed in some rant about the goings-on with the mental powered students the previous day. I caught the name Kara and scrolled my eyes back to them, but I was met with three different scowls and decided to let it be for now.

I leaned back in my chair, letting the sun bathe me with a contented sigh. To my left, Andie gently kicked my desk with her shoe. I cracked one eye open to meet her head tipped back and giving the twins a dirty look.

“Problem?” I asked curiously.

“He’s saying that Kara cheated yesterday,” Andie seethed as she turned her attention back to me.

“They said I cheated too,” I pointed out. “No one’s taken it seriously. She’ll be fine.”

“The rumor still stands, though,” she countered. “I’m just saying, she deserves better. Brad seems like a real douchenozzle.”

Kara slid into the seat on my left and then noticed Andie’s grumpy expression. In a strange echo, she asked, “Problem?”

Andie gestured to the crew at the back of the class. I sighed and shook my head in distaste. 

“It’s nothing,” I told Kara. “They’re just upset that we all put them to shame on the score list. It’s not worth the energy.”

Andie crossed her arms and pouted. I had to admit, I liked the way it pushed out her bottom lip as it glistened in the sunlight. “Still don’t like it.”

“Welcome to college.” I gestured with a sigh. “It’s like high school, but deadlier.”

Both girls snorted. Eric joined us a moment later and settled into the seat behind me. He bounced in his chair like a child awaiting Christmas morning. His knee vibrated with frantic energy as he took in the class and then scanned for the missing teacher. 

“Do you know what we’re doing yet?” he asked with that same energy. “I heard it’s a rescue course this semester. We’re gonna save people. I can’t wait.”

Andie lifted a brow and crossed her arms. I think she was continuing the pout at this point purely because she’d noticed me staring. “How d’you find that out?”

“I get around,” Eric said as he stretched out his arms and pretending to be a cool cucumber. Unfortunately, his knee continued to bounce, and he couldn’t sit still for two seconds without squirming. 

I chuckled at that. “I’m sure you do.” 

As we all settled down, I thought about what Eric had said. Rescue work. Every good hero struggled with priorities on the battlefield, but it was generally agreed that civilian life ranked highest on the list. I wasn’t sure what was so important about dedicating an entire course to the subject. It seemed simple: if a life was in danger, save that life first above anything else. It wasn’t that complicated, was it?

Then again, my father had been one of the best, and he’d failed to rescue my mother. Not that I held it against him. Quite the contrary, I understood that sometimes shit just happened. He didn’t, but that was another story altogether.

I was stirred from my thoughts as Gemma walked through the door and set a folder onto her desk. She was wearing a low-cut beige dress, and her long black hair was tied into a neat ponytail. Her heels were black and professional. It was clear this was not ‘friend’ Gemma, but ‘teacher’ Gemma, and I’d be getting no favors for having some history. 

Despite the supernatural nature of her students, the classroom was a typical one with a large blackboard and chalk set behind the teacher’s desk. Gemma turned and wrote ‘FAVORITE SUPERHEROES’ in big bold letters on the board. Her writing was strong, the letters stiff and precise. Setting the chalk back down, she spun on her heel and clapped her hands once for attention. 

She took a moment to look over the class and lingered on a few faces before speaking. When we met eyes, I smiled. She didn’t smile back, but I could see a glint of satisfaction in her eyes. 

“As many of you know, my hero name is Amazoness,” she began in a strong, clear voice. “You may call me Miss Corcoran. Gemma Corcoran, to be precise. I’ll be your primary instructor here at Valcav for the next few years. I’ve already met with each of you personally and am excited to see where the academy takes you.”

She let that sink in before continuing. “This semester, you’ll focus on rescues, and you will be attending a rescue class over the next few months. Your primary rescue instructor will be City Master, also known as Lars Shoemaker. If you have any concerns about the class, speak to him.” 

To their credit, even the Barburs had their full attention locked on Gemma as she folded her arms over her stomach. 

“Now. Some of you may wonder why we even have a rescue class, but rescuing a civilian life is never as easy as it sounds. Every villain has an unpredictable nature, and each understands that a hero will not waste their time in pointless combat while an innocent life is on the line. Villains will always try to use your morality against you. They will place you in positions where you may have to choose between loved ones and the fate of an entire city. The greatest names in history are those who understand how to navigate these difficult waters and save as many lives as possible.”

Her eyes lingered on me for a moment, then she sighed and passed her gaze over the rest of the students once again. “For hundreds of years, heroes have walked among humanity and defended it from the worst evils… but to be powered is not to be a hero. A hero is a title that you earn, and to be powered is what you are. It does not entitle you to anything more than a duty that you may or may not accept in the years to come.”

I heard a tsk behind me and glanced back to see Brad with his arms crossed, a grumpy line furrowed between his brows. Gemma noticed it as well and gestured for him to speak with her manicured hand. 

“Is there a problem with that, Mr. O’Connor?”

“Obviously,” Brad sneered. “I’m not sure why it’s my job to handhold a bunch of normies. They’ve got police, don’t they?”

“Sure.” Gemma nodded as she apparently ignored his blatant disrespect and hostility for the moment. “The police clean the streets and protect it as best they can, but to fight a powered being is like fighting a nuclear weapon. Police have bullets and tear gas. Half of you are immune to them, and the other half can easily find a way around it. Even an untrained powered being is capable of destroying entire city blocks, given enough potential and persistence. It’s not something that ordinary police can defend against which is why there are heroes in the first place.”

“But why should I care what happens to a bunch of losers?” Brad pressed.

I rolled my eyes. Andie was right, Brad seemed like an asshole in every sense of the word. “Keep talking like that, and you’ll be dangling damsels off skyscrapers in no time,” I said.

“Didn’t ask you, Inferno Boy—”

“Enough,” Gemma interjected with steel in her voice. “Mr. O’Connor, talk out of turn again, and I’ll send you out on your ass. If you need a lesson on why it’s important to save lives, perhaps I should phone your mother and determine the root cause.”

Brad paled at that. Everyone had something they feared, even an asshole like him. “No, no,” he squeaked. “I’m good. I’ll shut up.”

Gemma cleared her throat and gestured at the blackboard behind her, where ‘FAVORITE SUPERHEROES’ was still written. “I hope you’ve been considering an answer to this statement. I don’t just want to know who your idol is, I want to know why.”

She gestured at the back of the room again. “Brad, since you’ve helpfully offered your opinions thus far, I assume you have someone in mind?”

“Nah, not really.” He shook his head.

He was going to be obstinate for the rest of the year at this rate. I felt Gemma’s irritation as she ignored him again and then gestured to Brad’s left. “Kristen?”

At first, Kristen didn’t seem interested in saying anything either, but Gemma waited patiently, in no mood to let her pass by unnoticed. I watched as Kristen straightened her posture, her lips twisted with an uncomfortable grimace. 

“You already know what I’m going to say.” She sighed and twisted her fingers in her lap. She didn’t appreciate the dozen or so eyeballs glancing back at her with curious expressions. 

“That may be so, but it’s as good a place as any to start.” Gemma gestured for her to spit it out. 

Kristen rolled her eyes and glanced at her brother, then sighed. “My dad. Naturally.”

“Ice Bringer, you mean?” Gemma pressed.

“Yeah,” Kristen replied a little hesitantly before pushing on. “He’s retired now, but he, uh… he’s always been… you know. A good guy.”

“He’s mine too,” Matt added as he locked eyes with me again. I was uncomfortable with the way he seemed so determined to hate me every chance he got. 

Gemma noted the tension with a glance but kept right on going with the lesson. “What’s your favorite quality about Ice Bringer, Kristen?”

“Well, uh… he, uh…” She struggled for an answer that wasn’t ‘because he’s my dad.’ 

Matt piped up next to her as he glanced at his sister with some pity. “My dad doesn’t fight anymore, but he did for a lot of years. Took a lot of beatings before he retired. Spent most of his time out in the field… I mean, we only saw him maybe once or twice a week. He sacrificed everything to make sure we were safe.”

“You admire his persistence, then?” Gemma asked with genuine interest. This was obviously the kinds of things she wanted to hear from us.

Matt and Kristen both nodded. “My… my mom liked to say that he, uh… he…” Kristen muttered something inaudible, and Gemma lifted a brow.

“What was that?”

“She’d say that Dad was the most stubborn man on the planet,” Matt cut in. He reached for his sister’s hand and held on to it. He wasn’t looking at Gemma, though. He was looking at me. “I remember once he fought Lord Inferno for three days straight. Didn’t sleep, didn’t eat, did nothing but hold him back. That was the, uh, the Battle of the Bay some years back.”

Gemma nodded, turned and addressed the class at large. “Persistence. Stubbornness. Ice Bringer is legendary in this regard. He was the partner to one of the greatest heroes ever known and then opposed that hero for years after Inferno fell into darkness. He’s retired now, as many of you are aware. Word is he’s settled somewhere in the Arctic.”

Quietly taking notes in the front row, Elianna raised her hand, and Gemma gestured for her to speak. “Ms. Cocoran, why did Ice Bringer retire? He wasn’t that old, was he?”

“Is,” Matt corrected with no small amount of vehemence.

“Right.” Elianna blushed. “Is.”

“The official story is that Ice Bringer suffered an injury,” Gemma said somewhat diplomatic.

Unfortunately, Matt was in no mood to be. “The truth is that after Nick’s dad killed my mom, the fight sailed right out of him. He turned tail and ran a few years back.”

The room grew tense with that, and Gemma frowned. “Tragedy marks every powered family, Mr. Barbur. We’re all sorry for your loss.” 

Elianna raised her hand again. “Ms. Cocoran, I don’t understand. Did he flee or did he retire? If he fled, he’s not much of a hero is he?”

This caused Matt to lurch up out of his chair, and I twisted around, ready to interfere if he got violent. “How dare—”

“I didn’t mean any offense, I was just—” Elianna pleaded, but Matt kept ranting at the poor girl.

“My dad’s a hero! He fought so many villains, saved so many lives. There’s a statue of him on the bay, next to all the other greats! They don’t build statues for cowards!”

“Matt, that’s enough,” Gemma pressed firmly. “She meant nothing by it.” 

Slowly, Matt settled back into his chair. He crossed his arms and pouted like a child. A deeply troubled, angry child, but a child nonetheless. 

Elianna blushed an even deeper shade of crimson. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s alright, sweetheart,” Gemma soothed before growing serious once more. “Ice Bringer is a hero in our history books, and he will forever be remembered as someone who sacrificed nearly everything to protect this city, as well as the world at large. If anything can be learned from his example, it is that one must be persistent in the fight against evil. It can take many forms and will hurt you in any way that it can, so being prepared to fight at any cost is a good lesson to take home. It’s one that Ice Bringer stood for, and one that he represented to the utmost of his ability. 

She swept her gaze over the class. “I led the conversation toward Ice Bringer first because I was born in Otevale. Ice Bringer saved my family.”

A hush fell over the students, and once again, Elianna raised her hand. “What happened in Otevale?”

I rolled my eyes. Everyone knew about Otevale. 

“Lord Inferno seized the entire city,” Gemma explained. “It was the last one to join his empire, and it resisted the hardest. The battle went on for three weeks, and in that span, most of the buildings were destroyed. We still don’t know how many fatalities there were. Ice Bringer was the vanguard that led the attack against Inferno, and later, the rescue efforts. We lost that battle, and eventually, the entire city… but Ice Bringer refused to leave until every single innocent life that could be saved was given a chance. He single-handedly escorted many beyond the border, including my family.”

“Wow,” Elianna whispered. “He kept fighting, even after the city was gone?”

“As a hero will do,” Gemma said with utter conviction. “It’s not about wins or losses. It’s about how many you can save.”

Andie raised her hand. I glanced over and was surprised to see a nervous expression on her face. She cleared her throat. “I’m, uh… I’m gonna get a lot of hate for this, but my favorite is Inferno before the fall.”

My heart skipped several beats, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. Gemma was surprised, and so was Matt, apparently. 

“What?!” he growled. “Why would you favor that psychopath?”

Andie’s shoulders tensed up the way it had yesterday before every single fight. I was certain that a fist was going to fly across the room if Matt pushed her hard enough. 

“Well, he wasn’t always a psychopath, now was he?” she shot back with fire in her tone. “He was good once. The best, even. I’m not saying he’s forgivable now, not with what he’s done, but… but that doesn’t mean we should forget all the good he did too.”

I could see the steel forming in Eric’s spine as he straightened up in his chair. “I agree. Inferno saved Valcav once. You remember, the fight against Laughing Mask? It was chronicled in the Best Heroes edition forty-five—”

“And he saved my mom,” Andie interrupted, though she smiled at Eric to ease the brunt of it. “If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t even exist. My mom met my dad in the rescue party.”

“My grandpa had all those posters,” Eric added. 

Matt growled and shifted in his seat. I caught fangs when he snarled, “He’s a mass murderer! An evil fucking—”

“Language, Matt,” Gemma warned as a frown formed on her lips.

“No!” he yelled furiously. “This is stupid! You can pick anyone else on the list, but Inferno isn’t one of them!” Matt crossed his arms, looking ready to explode. 

“Quiet down, Mr. Barbur, or I’ll be forced to send you out of class.” Gemma stared at him until he looked away before turning her attention back to Andie. “Ignore him, Ms. Baker.” She then gestured toward Elianna. “What’s your favorite?”

“Judgment,” she said. “I, uh… I really like vampires.”

Everyone else in the class snickered, and the tension immediately eased. I was glad for it, to be honest. Who knew hero history could bring up so much bad blood so quickly? 

Brad rolled his eyes. “He’s not actually a vampire, you moron.”

“Brad, enough,” Gemma said, clearly done with him. “Act like an adult, or you’ll be leaving along with Mr. Barbur.”

Brad crossed his arms and glared at his desk, as Matt growled and did the same. Elianna blushed, but Eric piped up in her defense. “To be fair, we don’t actually know if he’s a vampire or not.”

“Vampires don’t exist,” Brad said.

“You exist,” Eric countered. “I exist. Why not vampires?”

It was obvious that Brad was embarrassed at how simply Eric had countered his argument as he grumbled out, “Because it’s dumb. He’s not a vampire.”

Gemma chuckled again and went back to the front of the class to lean against her desk. “Is there another reason you like him, Elianna?”

“Well… he looks pretty cool when he’s doing that shadow thing,” she added.

Eric bobbed his head, apparently convinced. “Vampire.”

“Not a vampire,” Brad muttered. “He doesn’t sparkle, now does he?”

“Exactly.” Eric stuck his tongue out at Brad. “Totally a vampire.”

If nothing else, I was proud that Eric was willing to defend a point. 

“He’s obsessed about law and order,” I said, trying to change the subject. “Wasn’t he some kind of lawyer back in the day?”

Gemma shook her head. “A judge, actually. Hence the name. Judgment toes a line that many heroes find very uncomfortable. He follows the law to the letter, even if it costs a life. There is a moral argument here that has plagued even the brightest minds for well over a century. A hero who fights outside the law is considered a vigilante, but sometimes a villain uses the law to manipulate a hero into breaking their oaths. Judgment refuses to break the law even when provoked because he believes that the law should be sustained, that order is necessary for the survival of society. I’m inclined to agree, of course… but I also understand that the world doesn’t operate in absolutes.”

“Judgment believes otherwise,” Kristen said, her voice low and uncomfortable. “It was one of his first lessons. He says that working outside the allowance of the law makes you vulnerable to those who would use it as a weapon to hurt others. He claims there is no exception.”

“Anyone who deals in absolutes isn’t seeing the world very clearly,” Andie argued. “There are plenty of good people who fall outside of the law, and they need saving too.”

Gemma watched the exchange with interest. I hadn’t been sure about the intent of this entire class, but then I realized she’d simply wanted us to debate the delicate morality and come up with our own conclusions. There was no right or wrong answer to any of this, but the more we thought about it, the more prepared we’d be. 

“That brings up an interesting point,” Gemma said. “If someone robs a bank and then falls victim to a powered villain, are they worthy of saving?”

Matt didn’t even hesitate. He shook his head and spat, “No. He forfeited his life the second he hurt an innocent.”

“Stealing money isn’t the same as murder, Matt.” Andie rolled her eyes. “It’s a life. I’d save them, sure.”

“Judgment would as well and then ensure the robber spent his time in jail.” Gemma nodded with a thoughtful look. “I believe you know this, Matt. He would not approve of your answer. Innocent life may be held in higher esteem than a criminal one, but it is a life all the same, and that matters. Heroes work to reform criminals, we do not leave them to die.”

Elianna raised her hand, and after Gemma’s nod, she asked, “What’s the point in reforming a criminal when they’re just going to do it again once they’re free?”

“No one knows that for certain,” Kara spoke up. She glanced at me, then at Elianna. “Anyone can be redeemed.”

Matt snorted at the very notion, and I knew exactly what he was thinking. I swore if he brought up my father again…

“I tend to agree.” Gemma smiled. “Criminals are often the symptom of a much bigger issue. Poverty, for instance, or political strife. Education and reformation go a long way to fixing these problems.”

Matt twisted in his seat like he wanted to jump out the window. “But there are limits. You can’t save everybody.”

“You don’t know that until you try, Matt,” Gemma said firmly.

“But it’s a waste of time.” Matt’s argument struck me as dumb. You didn’t give up on people. Even my dad, if the right person did the right thing…

“Is it?” Gemma countered, her voice an echo to my thoughts.

Matt rolled his eyes. “Yes! It is!”

“Your mentor would disagree,” Gemma reminded him. 

He sighed and glanced out the window. I wasn’t certain if he was thoughtful or had just given up the ghost entirely. 

“Gemma—” I cleared my throat, and stammered, “Miss Cocoran, I mean. Who’s your favorite hero?”

“Triton.” She grinned. “Should be obvious. He’s been my crime-fighting partner for years.”

“What do you like about him?” I asked with genuine curiosity.

Gemma glanced upward while she considered that. “His creativity,” she said eventually. “He’s good with water, but he doesn’t use it in the traditional fashion. You see, most people when they talk powers, they prefer the big fascinating kinds. Lots of fire, lots of ice, lots of pretty effects and bright shining lights. But Triton is a good example of someone with a relatively tame power set who can take on nearly any opponent effectively. He’s smart.”

“You mean that… that body control thing he does?” Eric bobbed his head and bounced in his seat. “That thing is so cool.”

Gemma nodded. “The human body, depending on age and gender, carries about sixty percent water. He learned how to use that to stop nearly anyone in their tracks. Obviously, it wouldn’t work on someone like you, Mr. Ryker.”

From the back of the room, I heard bricks shift as Jack pumped a huge fist into the air. “Heck yeah!”

“But it does indeed work on Lord Inferno,” she added, “who is very much of human composition. That’s how Triton managed to secure the city, and why he’s everyone’s favorite in the fight against Inferno’s growing empire.”

“He’s getting old, though,” Eric said thoughtfully. “That’s the rumor, anyway.”

“He is,” Gemma admitted, “but don’t let that fool you. He’s got some fight left. Believe me, I spar with him all the time.”

The mental image of Gemma going up against Triton made me smile. That would be a sight to see. Gemma caught the smile and returned one of her own.

“How about you, Nick?” she asked. “You’ve been very quiet.”

“How about I what?” I blinked.

“Who’s your favorite superhero?”

I hesitated, wondering if I was going to be honest or not, but with Matt’s snort of derision behind me, no doubt prepared to bring up bad blood yet again, convinced me to be utterly honest. 

“Well… you are,” I said simply.

This was news to Gemma, whose brows lifted up into her hairline. “Me? I haven’t done anything. Why me?”

Most of the class were floored by her utter humility. If you asked anyone on the street what Amazoness had done, the list would be long indeed. For me, though, what she had done was plain and simple.

“You saved me from the island, remember?”

“Oh…” She leaned back against her desk, eyes off in distant memory. “Triton and I were both on that mission. He pulled just as much weight as I did, you know.”

“Well, yeah, but you checked in more than he did,” I pointed out. “Besides, I really like your power set. Growing to the size of a building has got to be really useful. Can’t imagine many villains would are willing to pick a fight with you when you can just stomp on them.”

“Ha!” Gemma shook her head and chuckled. The rest of the class followed along though Matt was still stubbornly silent at the back. I ignored him. 

“It’s true,” she admitted, “I really like that part.”

Gemma and I locked eyes, and I held them while I remembered the rescue from years ago. Much of it was a haze of running and panic, but I remembered her warm insistence that everything was going to be alright. At the time, I wasn’t certain I believed her… I wasn’t even certain I wanted to leave. But it turned out to be true. Later on, I was thankful they’d both come for me. 

“I don’t know what I’d be if you never came for me, Gemma,” I said before correcting myself. “Err. Miss Cocoran—”

“It’s alright,” she said with a wave of her hand. “You can call me Gemma if that’s easier.”

“Right.” I nodded gratefully. “Well, I don’t know what I’d be if you didn’t give me a chance. I mean, I haven’t robbed a bank or anything like that, but—”

“You were just a child, Nick. We saved you because you deserved better.” Gemma shot a clear, hard stare at Matt and Kristen. “You still do.”

I ducked my head as my cheeks flushed a little. “Yeah, well, I’m grateful. That’s all I’m saying.”

She smiled back, her expression tender. “Hey. No thanks necessary. That’s what heroes do.”
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Chapter 6
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Andie and Kara traded corny knock-knock jokes back and forth as the three of us headed toward the expansive gym where a large portion of the tryouts had occurred earlier that week. The two painted a pretty picture as they leaned into one another, their blonde and red hair splashing together when Kara leaned her head on Andie’s shoulder. 

I hadn’t known Kara to be affectionate as a general rule, but Andie had a magnetism about her that was impossible to ignore. I smiled every time Andie made Kara laugh because it was a sound that seemed too rare from the upbeat girl I remembered from years ago. Given the way Andie kept trying to tease it out of her, I suspected that she more or less agreed with the sentiment.

“Okay,” Andie huffed as she waved her hands out in front of her in a plea for mercy. “Last one. Knock-knock.”

Kara giggled, a sweet little sound that could probably melt even Ice Bringer’s heart. “Who’s there?” Her cheeks were flushed with mirth, and her blue eyes glistened as they looked Andie up and down, as if trying to determine where she was hiding the pun this time. 

“Robin,” Andie answered with a grin.

“Robin who?”

The blonde stuck her finger out like a gun and clicked with her teeth to imitate pulling back the hammer. “Robin you, now hand over the cash!”

Kara’s laugh bubbled over again, and she held up her hands in mock-surrender. Her shoulders shook while she tried and failed to contain her giggles. “Help, I’m being accosted by a stretchy blonde madwoman!”

“Seems like you’re flat broke, kid. I’ll take a hug instead.” Andie’s arm wrapped around Kara twice and yanked her close for a friendly one-armed hug. 

The moment Kara was free, she flew at Andie with her hands held high. “Take two! I’ve got some to spare!” She wrapped herself around Andie’s neck, and the two hugged it out in full. I smiled at Andie’s little noise of surprise as her eyes softened to a darker shade of amber. She sniffed Kara’s hair, then pulled back with a smirk. “Someone’s using that new shampoo I got the other day. Lavender, eh?”

Kara flushed hot crimson, and she peeled back from Andie. “I saw your name on it and couldn’t help but sample some. It’s quite a nice choice.” She darted a glance my way and then blushed even deeper.

Andie whispered something into her ear, and it was about that moment I saw Kara die of embarrassment. She put a hand over her face and shook her head. 

“It’s not like that,” she whined. 

I lifted a brow in confusion. “Not like what?”

“Oh, nothing.” Andie grinned. She tossed an arm over Kara’s shoulder and pulled her close again. “Now, now. There’s nothing to be ashamed of, my little strawberry.”

Kara whined again, the sound amusing and not at all serious this time. 

“I don’t get it.” I rolled my eyes, unsure what the hell they were going on about. 

Andie’s pity must have extended to me because she looped an arm around my shoulders as well. “Word on the street is that lavender is one of your favorite scents,” she explained. “I suspect Kara wanted to see if you’d notice.”

I lifted a brow at that and darted a glance between the two of them. Kara’s hands were still covering her face, which was so hot at this point that she’d probably burst into flames if we kept going. 

“Word on the street?” I repeated with an arched eyebrow.

“Yeah.” Andie tossed a shoulder as her grin grew a little shark-like. “You’re a popular guy in the girl’s dorm, Nick. There are all sorts of theories floating around.”

Well, that was news to me. Andie was one thing, but an entire dorm? I flushed about as red as Kara and ducked my head at the way Andie roved her eyes all over me. I loved the attention, of course, but I wasn’t sure what to do about it yet. She was a bright, burning star, and I was just one man focused on making it through the day without an Inferno reference. 

She pecked me on the cheek, and I swear my skin sizzled when her lips made contact. “You’re both cute when you’re flustered.”

“Knock-knock,” I huffed as I tried to ignore the feeling of my insides bursting into a million butterflies. 

“Who’s there?” It was Kara who answered after clearing her throat. The blush had dimmed somewhat, but she kept darting glances my way like she couldn’t take her eyes off me. That was new as well. Nice. But new.

“Howl,” I said.

Andie snorted. “Howl who?” She must be great at puns because her tone suggested she knew exactly where the joke was going.

“Howl will you know unless you open the door?”

It was endearing, the way Kara found these toddler-sized jokes to be so funny. She burst out laughing again and then cut her hand in front of her as a show of mercy. Andie and I laughed with her, pleased to see the mirth that made her pretty blue eyes glisten. 

“Your laugh is like a ray of sunshine,” Andie cooed to her. “I’ll find a way to make sure you laugh forever.”

“That’d be terrible!” Kara shook her head, though she snickered just a little more at the notion. 

“Being happy forever?” Andie released her arm around Kara to lay her head on her forehead and toss her head back like a fainting Victorian maiden. “Oh, what a cruel fate!”

With that, the three of us walked through the heavy wooden doors of the gym together, only to be greeted immediately by Brad. He seemed to be waiting with a hand on either hip and a jealous glint in his eyes as his gaze bounced between myself and the two girls. He settled on Kara specifically, and a thick tongue curled in his mouth while he looked her up and down. Even I felt the slime of that gaze. 

Kara ducked backward, a troubled wrinkle between her brows, and I stepped out in front of her and crossed my arms. 

“The fuck’s your problem, O’Connor?” I glared at him.

“Touchy today.” Brad raked his gaze over Andie next, but she flipped him off in response. He chortled and leaned back on his heel. He crossed his arms to mimic me, sarcasm dripping in the pose. “Wasn’t waiting for you, junior overlord, but the sight is a pleasant one. Care to share?”

Andie roughly shoved Brad aside as she walked passed him, and Brad sniffed the air like a hound after a tantalizing meal. He tried to slap Kara’s behind when we passed him as well, but I caught his wrist and immediately twisted it behind his back. I slammed him against the heavy doors and used leverage to threaten a break. 

“Ow, ow, ow!” Brad howled. “The fuck, man?!”

I heard Kara’s soft curse behind me.

My tone was low and soft in his ear. “You ever do that again, and I’ll break every bone in your fucking body, Brad. You’ve got two hundred and six of them so I can start now if you really want to be a shit.”

“Fuck you, man!” he yelled back in a vain effort to sound tougher than he was. “Jesus!”

I sighed as I rolled my eyes at the back of his head. “He won’t help you now, I’m afraid. Say, what did you call me? Junior overlord? You know, my dad would probably take this hand clean off for acting the way you did. Well… after dousing you in hellfire for a few minutes. Me, I just want to break something. How about this arm for a start?” I wrenched it a little just to make a point.

Brad squealed like the pig he was. “Okay, okay! Fucking hell, you’re such a dick. Let me go!”

I was certain City Master was watching from somewhere in the gym, but I didn’t care at this point. I wrenched Brad’s arm again, and he whimpered in utter terror. 

“Oh, I’m not done with you, Mr. O’Connor.” I yanked him back from the wall and twisted him around so that we were both looking at the two girls. He was still pinned with a leverage hold, and I threatened him again silently, a brief tug just to make sure he was paying very close attention. 

Kara had her hand over her mouth in shock. It was the first time she’d ever seen me violent. Andie had a comforting arm around her, though it was clear by her little smile that she approved of the turn of events. 

She stuck her hand on her hip and gestured at Brad with a swirling hand of impatience. “Well?”

“Well, wha—ow!” Brad sounded addled from the pain. Maybe he’d never actually been hurt before. “Fucking hell, what do you want from me, Gateon?!”

“Apologize, you thick-headed bastard,” I growled in his ear.

“O-oh. Jesus Christ.” He started to panic, sucking in huge breaths of air. “Jesus fucking—”

Andie sighed and then pretended to examine her nails. “Sometime today would be very nice, Brad. Class is going to start any minute.”

“Uh. S-Sorry,” he stammered at last. “Very, very sorry.”

Andie gestured to Kara and then cupped her ear, eyes wide. “What was that? I don’t think she heard you.” I added an extra twist to hurry the point along.

“Sorry!” Brad howled. “I said I’m sorry, Kara! I’ll never do it again! I fucking promise!”

Kara paled, not at all happy with the sudden attention. She shook her head and took a step backward. “Th-That’s okay, Brad, I-I—”

“It’s not okay,” Andie interrupted and then pulled her in close for another hug. “Don’t waste your time appeasing shitheads like this. You’re worth more than that.”

I nodded and tugged at Brad’s arm again. “Next time you see these girls, you greet them with respect, or you’ll be on your knees. I’ll break your legs to be sure.”

“Fuck you, Gateon,” he spat. For someone who was supposed to be smart, it was a dumb thing to say considering his position. “You’ll get expelled if you keep this up. You can’t just boss your way around us. We’ll—”

I slammed him against the wall again, and this time, I made sure he hit his head pretty hard. Not actually enough to concuss him, but enough that he’d have a headache for the next few hours. 

“You think Matt’s gonna save you, you disgusting pig?” I snarled in his ear, done with his bullshit. “He’s got a sister. Cares about her more than anything. You start acting like an ass around every woman you see, you won’t have many friends.”

I held on for another long moment, just to make sure the point was drilled into his meaty, thick skull. Then I let go, and Brad, his face crimson with humiliated tears in his eyes, opened the door and ran right out of it. I was tempted to catcall after him but held back. There wasn’t a point in reducing myself to his level.

“Skipping the first day of class isn’t going to look good on his record,” Andie scoffed, “but fuck ‘em. Thanks, Nick.”

I rubbed at the back of my head, immediately uncertain when my eyes fell on Kara’s timid posture, half-hiding behind Andie. I had scared her. I’d definitely scared her. 

“I’m sorry, Kara, I—” I began, but she cut me off.

“No, no,” Kara squeaked. “Don’t.” 

Panic almost set in, and I immediately glanced at the door and considered running too. Maybe I should have let it go. I was too violent, too much like my—

That’s when Kara closed the distance between us and took my hands in hers. She looked up at me with loving ice-blue eyes, and I felt the world snap back into place again. 

“Hey, stop that,” she whispered, a little more confident now. “I’m not made of glass, you know. I’ve just… I’ve never had anyone do that for me before. It was very sweet. Thank you.”

I glanced from her to Andie and back again. “R-Right. Uh. I mean. You’re welcome. It was no trouble.” Those incredible blue eyes were soft and kind, loving in every possible way. I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve them, she could have taken care of Brad herself if push came to shove. 

Kara’s hands warm in mine, and I cleared my throat. “I know you can defend yourself,” I went on, still a bit annoyed about Brad’s lack of maturity. “I didn’t mean to take away from that. But you both deserve better, and I’ll be damned if he tries that ever again. I don’t care, I’ll snap his goddamned—”

My thoughts shattered when Kara kissed me on the cheek. It was a sweet and gentle thing, her lips gone before I fully registered the action. I blinked at her and struggled for words. 

“Thank you, Nick.”

“Right, well. It’s hard to be threatening when you do that,” I joked.

She pulled away, and her warmth lingered behind. My hands tingled where she’d taken them a moment ago. I held one to my cheek and traced a finger where she’d kissed me. It was the first one we’d shared in any sense since… well. It had been a very long time.
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Chapter 7
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Suddenly chipper and confident with that one simple action, Kara walked onward. She waved at City Master, who was looking at us from a platform near some other mysterious door. He’d clearly witnessed the entire exchange and had done nothing about it. Hard to say if that meant he approved. It could also mean he was harboring his judgments for later.

Andie’s hand slipped into mine while we both followed Kara to the gathering class. “Thanks for being you,” she said quietly. “I chose well.”

I chuckled softly, rolling my eyes at her. “You keep saying that.”

“Because it’s true.” She smiled. It was a faint little thing, marred only by a slight tone of unhappiness. “Kara doesn’t talk about it, but she’s suffered a lot. It’s in her eyes.”

“I think we both did,” I said and nodded. “She’s the same girl she was before, but a little quieter now. She was… never really the same after Mom died, you know? And when I fell out of contact, I guess she thought I’d be mad.”

“She’ll recover. She’s already started to bloom,” Andie said with confidence. “In the meantime, her self worth could use a buffer. It does a girl a lot of good to know that she has friends who will have her back. So… thanks.”

I nudged her with my shoulder and smiled again. “Thanks, yourself.”

I glanced back toward the heavy wooden doors as they swung open for the Barbur twins and Jack. Brad was hiding behind his brick-laden comrade, and Matt looked about ready to murder me. No doubt Brad had spun some kind of lie just to get his vengeance. I tipped my chin toward them to show Andie. 

She whistled softly. “There goes the hope he was gonna go cry in the bathroom for the next few hours.”

I sighed and joined Kara, who was waiting with Eric and the other students for City Master to begin his lesson. There was a light shining on the big black door behind him, and most were glancing at it, curious to its nature. When he saw me, Eric squirmed through the crowd of classmates and gave me a wave. Kara followed him and flashed a little smile my way.

“Nick, look!” Eric gestured at the door with both hands, a look of wonder all over his face. “Rescue class!”

He was bouncing on the balls of his feet, so excited that I could see little sparks race along the blue streaks of his hair. He tried to high-five me, but I saw sparks running along his hand as well and darted out of the way with a grimace.

“Sorry, man,” I said with a nod to those sparks, “but you’re, well, at full charge.”

“Yeah, you’re pretty pumped today,” Andie said with a laugh. 

Eric shook his hand to try to stop the sparks, but they continued on without him. He grimaced as well, but that didn’t hold his attention for long. Bouncing again, he jabbed a finger towards the mystery door a second time. 

“Sorry, Nick,” he said as he bounced. “So what do you think’s behind the door? Maybe another obstacle course? Who are we rescuing? You know, in Heroes Unlimited edition one-hundred-and-five, there was this really interesting case where Judgment saved someone with a fork, like, just a fork, no powers, no—”

“That’s fascinating stuff,” I interrupted him and chuckled a little. I gently clapped Eric on the back to let him know that I wasn’t trying to be a jerk. A small spark connected with my hand when I did, and I winced at the feeling of electricity jolting through my fingers. All things considered, Eric was fantastic company. He was just a real handful sometimes. 

“Did you practice those meditation techniques we talked about?” I added. “You’re sparkling more than Brad’s personality.”

Eric rolled his eyes. “Yeah, Mom, and I made a ton of progress. But seriously, Nick, aren’t you even a little curious about the fork? It’s awesome.”

“Focus, young padawan.”

Being the only guy in the male dorm who actually didn’t mind my company, Eric and I had ended up spending quite a bit of time together this first week at Valcav. I decided that if he was going to be even a junior member of our current team, he really needed to work on his powers a bit more, and so I suggested meditation to help him out. It had worked for me initially while gaining better control over my own and seemed a great idea at the time. 

But getting Eric to focus on anything for more than two-to-three minutes was a real challenge. He didn’t really understand the concept of inner peace, either.

Eric rolled his eyes again and snarked, “Yes, Master Gateon.” He sucked in a great big breath, held it for a second, then released. The sparks were still dancing all over his body. He bounced on the balls of his feet again. “Better?”

I laughed and shook my head. “Not even the slightest. You’re hopeless, buddy.”

Eric closed his eyes and tried again. It was like watching a little boy try to contain the excitement before Christmas morning, and Eric peeked out at the door again, his whole body vibrating with anticipation. Andie snickered and joined Kara and me where we waited by the platform. 

From it, City Master towered above us like a monolith, silent and stoic. He steepled his fingers, took a deep breath, then scanned the classroom with dark eyes. They fell on me the same amount of time as everyone else. I was quite happy with this, to be perfectly honest. It was nice to know at least one of the faculty was willing to treat me as an equal. 

At long last, he opened his mouth to speak. “Today, you’ll begin your physical training into the complicated endeavor that is a rescue. As each of you knows, rescues by their nature are unpredictable, and the villains involved in them are even more so.” 

He paused on someone behind me as he said this. I heard the grind of Jack’s bricks and suspected it had to do with someone in Matt’s group. 

“If you are performing a rescue, you are delving deep into enemy territory,” he continued. “The villain knows the battlefield and has often set traps in anticipation of you. Unless they are able to scout ahead, the only thing a hero knows going in is the stakes. An innocent life on the line, and a villain willing to play with murder just to catch your attention.”

City Master held up a finger, his expression thoughtful. “But why? Why bother taunting the hero in the first place?” The class was silent, and City Master sighed. He gestured at all of us with an eye roll. “That was a question you were supposed to answer.”

It was Brad, still hiding behind Jack, who raised his hand. We all turned to look at him when City Master gestured him to speak. 

“To fuck with the hero,” he said, glaring at me again. “It’s psychological warfare.”

I couldn’t help but snort a little and nudged Andie with my shoulder. She shared the same expression, Brad would know the answer to this one.

“Indeed, Mr. O’Connor.” City Master tapped his own head. “Psychological warfare. Sometimes, many times, in fact, a villain doesn’t care about being arrested. Sometimes, they’re so far gone they only care about the moment. They want to see you burn, and to do that, they’ll go straight for your spirit. They’ll try to break it.”

He gestured off to his left, where the door still waited. “Each time you enter, the course will be different and set up into scenarios that match real-world occurrences with similar stakes. Unpredictability is a factor here because it is a factor in the real world.” 

City Master then swept an arm over at us. “In each scenario, one of you will play the hero and try to rescue our victim. The other will play the villain and attempt to stop them, then the roles shall be reversed. You will be scored on both attempts. The villain enters first and has a five-minute grace period. The hero must navigate whatever traps the villain chooses to set and then rescue the victim wherever they are. Combat is not necessary. This isn’t a battle sequence, this is a rescue class. Your priority is the life in danger.”

He clapped his hands once and looked us over again. His eyes settled on me this time. “Mr. Gateon, you’re fighting Mr. Barbur. Gateon, you will be playing villain first.”

Andie nudged me with her shoulder. “You’ve got this, Nick. Kick his ass.” On my other side, Kara smiled by way of support. 

I wasn’t happy to play the villain whatsoever, but City Master continued his roll call without waiting for protests. Andie would be fighting Kara, and Eric would be fighting Kristen. Oddly enough, Jack would be fighting Brad which was strange given their vastly different power sets. Kara and Andie were one thing, but Jack was about as opposite as one could get to Brad. 

The set up didn’t seem exclusive to supportive versus offensive power sets which meant this really wasn’t a combat course. It was generally considered bad taste to pit supportive against offensive types in combat scenarios because offensive types usually had an unfair advantage. The two were generally meant to complement each other.

“Alright, Gateon,” City Master urged. “Through the door. Formulate a plan and make it quick. The timer starts when Mr. Barbur walks in after you.”

Walking through the door was like walking into an entirely different world. It was an apartment or a house of some kind. A glance out the window told me we were on the ground floor, but that couldn’t be right. The layout didn’t make sense, given the scale of the gym behind me. Illusions, maybe? 

But everything felt real enough. I traced my fingers along the fabric of a modern black couch. It sat before a small plasma television and a matte black coffee table laden with various knick-knacks. The house ran down a hall to what seemed to be bedrooms. 

When I explored a door on the left, I found a kitchen area with pots and pans waiting on a cold stove. There was another door to the back of the house or what I assumed to be a house. I was trying to rationalize the space in my brain, but nothing about it made any sense.

The backyard lawn was a crisp, emerald green, too green, and the sun that shone down on me had an odd lack of warmth about it. Illusions, then. Were Mindbender and City Master working together on this one? 

I heard a Southern drawl, and my eyes darted upward. “Hey there, sugarplum!” 

Dangling from a three-story drop was Adelaide tied by a thick rope. It connected to the roof of an imposing steel building. I knew in my head that it was all a trick and Adelaide wasn’t actually in serious danger, but still, my heart skipped a beat when I saw her.

“Are you okay up there?” I called out

“Don’t mind me, sweetie!” she cooed. “You focus on your task now, ya hear?”

Upon closer inspection, I found various levers and switches hidden around the place. When I tested them, I was surprised to discover that many triggered traps that were terrifying in nature and likely lethal to anyone but Matt himself. There were ones that spit fire, blades, even poison at the intruder. It’d make sense that City Master would adjust the traps based on the rescuer’s abilities, and Matt did have a healing factor that had yet to be truly tested. 

From what I’d seen thus far, he could brute force his way through nearly anything with enough persistence, and he certainly didn’t lack in the stubbornness department. But if he was ever going to improve on the field, he needed to learn his limits. Matt might hate me with all the rage of a dying star, but he was Ice Bringer’s son. I knew potential when I saw it. I didn’t plan on going easy with him.

When Matt finally entered, I waited by the television near the entrance with my arms crossed. He scowled and marched toward me with his claws extended, paying attention to nothing else. It was the first mistake of many to come. The false bottom to the floor was obvious if he’d bothered to glance down, but he fell victim to his own anger once again. He was nothing if not predictable.

With a surprised shriek, he tumbled down a ten-foot drop and then screamed in pain. Concerned, I peered over the edge of the trap. 

At first, I wasn’t going to add to the spikes down there, but Matt’s relentless attack on my character was getting very old, and there was a tiny part of me that wanted him to suffer just a little bit. When I found him impaled through the shoulder at the bottom of the pit, I couldn’t help but smile a tiny bit. 

“You fucking coward,” he snarled as he thrashed wildly. “First, you attack Brad, and—” He groaned in pain as he attempted to free himself from the spike. The metal was slick with his blood, and he seemed to be stuck. “—and now this. They might think you’re playing, but I know you’re evil. I know it! You’re only here to take your education back to Inferno Island and serve your father like the bitch you are!”

I ignored his struggling at the bottom of the pit and placed my hand on the switch that would free him. 

With a cold, dead tone, I asked, “Do you even know how long I spent there, Matt?” I didn’t wait for him to answer that. “Ten very long, very… instructive years. You know nothing about what I’m capable of and even less about what he would do in my place.”

“You fucking impaled me! I’d say that’s evidence enough!”

“Mm. And yet, you’re still talking.” I shrugged. “Maybe I should have cut your tongue out first. It’d grow back, so I’m sure City Master wouldn’t mind. I’m tired of hearing your incessant whining.”

“Fuck you, Nick!”

“If it were my father, he’d have filled that pit with acid and then blocked your exit with a force field. That’s probably a weakness for you if you’re wondering. Strong, steady damage to counteract your healing factor… if it’s caustic enough, it might even kill you. You’d die slowly, and he’d take notes to the music of your screams.”

From the pit, I heard, “You’re disgusting.”

“And yet, I still grant you mercy. Weird how that works.” I hit the switch on the wall, and I heard metal slide back as the spikes retracted. Matt groaned in relief. Slowly, the platform rose to free him. Matt didn’t wait for it. He used his claws to gouge furrows into the stone walls of the pit and soon climbed out of it with a vicious snarl. I rolled into the kitchen and snatched a carving knife from the counter. 

I held it and waited for him to charge at me, as was his pattern. The backdoor behind me was wide open, revealing a bright, sunny day in stark contrast to the tension inside the house. Matt was still very bloody from the spike, but his shoulder seemed completely healed now. 

“You’re not gonna survive the year’s end, Nick.” Matt’s growl was guttural. He was becoming more and more the beast, and less and less the man. “I’m gonna find a way to make you disappear.”

“Aww.” I clicked my tongue and granted him an amused little grin. It was only half-fake because I knew he’d say that. He was getting too predictable. “Listen to those shallow little threats. All that posturing! What a brave boy you are!” I tapped my chin with my free hand, wide-eyed and mocking. “Wait a minute. Is this the part where you charge at me and bumble right into the next trap?”

Sure enough, he snarled and did exactly that. I rolled toward him, easily avoiding the blow. As Matt missed me, he tumbled through the back door, tripping wires which sent huge volts of electricity into his body. 

He screamed in pain and writhed in the grass like a wild animal. I let him suffer for a few seconds, but again, I eventually freed him from the wires with another switch, and they retracted back into the house as if they’d never existed.

I chuckled at the way he rose from the ground on trembling knees. His glare could melt steel, but I was beyond caring now. I put a hand on my hip and gestured at him with the kitchen knife. 

“See, that time I actually warned you, and yet you still fell right into it. You only have yourself to blame, you know.” I shrugged.

“I hate you.”

“Yes, yes, I got that part.” I gestured back towards the door, tsking with a click of my tongue. “Listen, sweetie, that’s two times I let you go. You’re gonna have to start putting in some effort, because any more freebies and my grade will suffer.”

Matt wiped his chin with the back of his wrist and stood a little more steadily on his feet. 

“You’re only freeing me from the traps to make yourself look benevolent,” he spat. “That’s what you do. You’re a manipulative fuckhead.” 

He’d already completely recovered. If he weren’t such a stubborn pain in the ass, I’d be impressed. It was amazing how quickly he could heal from nearly anything. 

“Manipulative, huh?” I glanced up at the building where Adelaide had been dangled before. I had moved her into the building itself, where she’d be more comfortable. I knew Matt would waste a lot of time fighting against me. I gestured at the building and lifted a mocking brow at him. “Aren’t you gonna go save your damsel? You seem to be a little distracted.”

Matt swore as he finally remembered his original purpose and turned from me to run across the street. I held back a smile, happy to know that despite the tension between us and the lengths I had to go to play this role, he really was learning. Assuming he could get over himself and see beyond the surface layers, he’d become a fantastic hero. 

But it was a tall order.

I raced in behind him, and despite being unpowered, I was faster than he was. I cut in front of him in the middle of the road and then shoved him back so he fell on his ass. He snarled at me again, and his eyes were an angry golden hue. 

He did that when he turned, embracing more and more of the beast within him. I’d yet to see him go completely werewolf, he always maintained some portion of humanity, even when he was furious, but I suspected that at his full potential, he was an absolute monster. 

Even now, it seemed to be a struggle for him to keep it under control, and I decided to poke the beast, to test just how strenuous that control really was. If it broke this easily, he was in for a rude awakening when a real villain tested his patience.

“If you’re so brave and righteous, why do you spend your time with a prick like Brad?” I asked. “The dude can’t even understand the concept of saving innocent lives.”

Sure enough, Matt swung at me with one of his claws, and I easily dodged out of the way. He was a very emotional creature, and in a way, much like the wolf that he emulated. Dogs were loyal to their pack, and so was he. Too bad he didn’t think about much else. I dodged his next attack easily enough and then shrugged at him. 

“I’ve seen him eyeballing the girls as they leave their dorm,” I went on, and Matt tried to hit me again, but I sidestepped out of the way. He was far too easy to avoid. I kept talking like nothing had happened, and this only pissed him off even more. “He catcalls them, whistles to them, tries to slap their asses like the alpha-male douche that he is. You better keep a watch, or he’ll try it on Kristen soon. And she will actually kill him. I know danger when I see it.”

“You leave my sister out of this,” Matt roared. He dove at me, and this time, instead of dodging I kicked him hard in the gut. As he fell and buckled forward, I stabbed him in the chest with the knife. I missed his heart by an inch, but that was on purpose. I wasn’t sure if it would kill him or not. 

When he struggled, I twisted the knife just to fuck with him. He screamed in response and tried to jostle me off, but I pulled the knife out on my own and rolled away from him. 

“You don’t want to hear this, but I don’t actually hate you,” I remarked as I examined Matt’s blood on the knife. It was a pretty dark crimson and already coagulating. I bet his blood could do a lot of good in the medical field. “You can do better than Brad. Your sister can, too.”

Matt’s snarl was guttural again. “I said leave my sister—”

“Yes, yes, I know what you said, Matt. Isn’t it pathetic how I can just keep distracting you so easily? You really do need to work on your focus a bit more. It’s been, what, five minutes? Your rescue score is going to be abhorrent.” I tsked and waggled a disapproving finger at him. “Daddy Judgment will be so disappointed.”

Paling a bit at that, Matt checked his watch and then cursed. He burst through the large front windows of the building and ended up in an empty lobby. I followed behind. Matt was at least trying to learn, and he ran instead of taking my bait when I wolf-whistled at him. 

This time, he ran for the stairs and climbed up them very quickly. He nearly fell for a bear trap, but caught the wire just in time and jumped over it instead. I was never going to tell him, but I was actually very proud of that. Somewhere in that big dumb head of his was a guy with a big heart and a lot of potential.

He found Adelaide’s room quickly enough, when Adelaide responded to his shouts with a Southern, “Help! Oh, help me, brave hero!” 

I cracked a smile from behind Matt because she was so ridiculous, and I loved her for it. Matt didn’t try the knob, likely suspecting another trap. Instead, he kicked the door open, and it slammed into the wall with a loud bang.

Adelaide was placed in a comfortable chair by a window that overlooked the street. Likely, she’d witnessed the fight between Matt and me. There was a bomb strapped to her waist, and it beeped slow and steady. A bright red light winked in and out, warning about the impending danger. She didn’t seem the slightest bit concerned about it and instead beamed at Matt with bright, happy eyes. 

“Oh, my precious hero! You came!”

I fished the bomb’s trigger from my pocket. Matt looked from me to the bomb then to the trigger with a noise of disgust. “A bomb? You’ve crossed the line, Nick. This is going too far!”

“Have I?”

He gestured angrily. “A bomb!”

I shrugged at him and pretended to look bored. “And what are you going to do about it, hero?”

For a long moment, Matt did nothing. It was clear he wasn’t sure if he should gamble on me pulling the trigger or go for Adelaide and risk blowing her up. I sighed in irritation when I could smell his little brain burning. 

“Matt, please, just… just rescue her, it’s not that hard.”

He was a broken record now, and shouted again, “It’s a bomb!”

“Yeah, and?”

“A bomb!”

I rolled my eyes. “For God’s sake.” I threw the detonator away, and his eyes grew wide as golf balls. “It’s not a real bomb, you dumbass. Go on, save her. Time’s ticking.”

Matt didn’t move. “What do you mean, ‘save her?’ You’re supposed to—”

“I’m tired of this.” I sighed. “Ten minutes. You wasted ten minutes, Matt. Just end it.”

Tentatively, Matt crossed the room and pulled at the bomb vest like was a poisonous snake. He looked comical, terrified that he was going to blow up any second. I sighed and crossed my arms. 

“I’m not actually evil, you know. That’s in your head.” 

He snorted, clearly thinking otherwise.

“And if you’re wondering, you could have used the door to stun me,” I told him, “or you could have noticed her in the window to start with, the bomb was obvious even down at the street. It’s got a big red fucking light on it. And even if you didn’t, you could have wrestled me for it. A bomb that big would have taken the whole building, and I’m a lot of things, but suicidal isn’t one of them. It was a threat. You get your hands on the trigger, she’s safe anyway. The one time you could have fought me, you didn’t, and the many times you shouldn’t have, you did. You’re a mess, Matt. Get your shit together.”

“Fuck you, Nick.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, yes. Fuck me,” I gestured. “Got a fetish or something?”

For once, Matt ignored the bait. He freed Adelaide, and she hugged him tightly. His cheeks burned when she kissed him on the cheek. 

“My hero,” she cheered.

When we returned to the gym, City Master cornered us both. He had his arms crossed, a grumpy line etched between his brows. Behind him, Kara and Andie were displayed on a large screen, currently taunting one another in their own match beyond the door. Andie was in the middle of an evil cackle, her laugh wide and obnoxious, like something out of a cartoon. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Horrid display, Barbur.” City Master tsked disapprovingly. “If you ever want to be named a hero, start acting like one. This isn’t about your little vendetta or your familial problems, it’s about the innocent up in that tower. You let your emotions control you out in the field like that, and people will die for it. You let yourself be manipulated far too easily, and if it were a real situation, Adelaide would have died up there. Get over yourself and get out of here.” 

Matt roughly shoved me with an arm as he stormed by, and I shoved him back. 

City Master sighed and rolled his eyes. “Deal with your garbage later,” he said. “You’re both up again soon. Role reversal this time.” I started to walk away when City Master called me back. “And Nick? Good job.”

Kara won her match against Andie, and Eric won his against Kristen. Jack won against Brad, who couldn’t seem to understand that the idea was to rescue Adelaide and not try to brute force his way past a man that was quite literally a walking brick wall. 

With that, it was time for my second round with Matt. The idea of being the villain made my gut roil for obvious reasons, even though I did an okay job. Now that I was the hero, I was really looking forward to this exercise. After Matt headed in to set the traps, Andie pulled me into a quiet corner away from the others and smiled. Her hand was warm in mine.

“I’ve been meaning to ask, Nick,” she said firmly, “you interested in a date?”

That was Andie, utterly blunt with no fear and no regrets. I respected the way she went after the things she wanted in life, and I wished I had half as much courage to do the same. I smiled back as my heart fluttering for a moment. I wasn’t feeling very confident, but she inspired me to try.

“You trying to seduce me, Andrea Baker?” I quipped.

She chuckled and closed the distance between us. Her arms settled around my waist, and I laid a hand on the small of her back. Her eyes were heated with a mischievous light. “Is it working?”

When she looked up at me with those bottomless brown eyes, I kissed her nose. “No seduction necessary. Get me alone for two minutes, and you can have your wicked way with me. I promise I won’t even call for help.”

She barked a laugh and then playfully shoved me away again. “Well, that was fast. Maybe you’re too easy, Mr. Gateon. I like a good chase.”

“Well, I won the last race I’d competed in.” I shrugged nonchalantly. “Why not another?”

Andie hummed in approval. “I like a man with confidence. Keep that up, it looks good on you.”

I smiled at that and scratched the back of my head. “What time am I meeting you, then?”

“Who said I was still gonna date you, Nick?” She grinned back and gestured at the door to the rescue test. It was open wide and waiting for me to deal with Matt. “Impress me first.”

With a sharp intake of breath, I felt the power flow through my veins. Limitless untapped potential, a near god-like state that I sorely wished I could maintain for more than ten minutes at a time. Andie whistled as a breeze picked up around me before settling back down again.

I gestured at her watch. “Time it.” 

She fiddled with a setting on it and then nodded toward the door. “Go!”

My power swept over me as I burst through the door so quickly that I tore through Matt’s waiting net trap. In fact, I barreled straight through every single trap he set, and I didn’t even bother to pay attention to the new surroundings of our test. All of them would have been lethal to the average person, but I wasn’t average, and they weren’t made to slow me down. So, instead of dealing with them, I just pushed forward, and a moment later, I found myself on a rooftop. Adelaide was dangling on the other side of the street with Matt pacing in front of her, claws and teeth bared. 

“Gateon, you’ll—” he began to snarl, but I didn’t even let him speak. 

Instead, I flew straight up into the air and then dove toward Adelaide before Matt could catch me. I caught her easily enough, cut the rope with a heated ray from my eyes, and then sat her down safely on the other rooftop in less than three seconds.

She whistled. “That’s the fastest rescue I’ve ever had, I think! Is there someplace you’ve got to be, son?”

“Yeah.” I grinned and then laughed at the way Matt just gawked at me from the other side of the rooftop. His fists were balled at his sides, and I could see all the threats of death he wished my way. “I’ve got a date to catch.”
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Chapter 8 - Matt
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Before Valcav, Kristen and I would finish each other’s sentences. I spent nearly every waking moment of my life with her, and the two of us could have entire conversations with a glance. Time alone with my sister was time alone with myself. 

I’d do anything to get that back.

These days, I felt like we spoke two different languages, and I think she agreed because she couldn’t seem to stand my presence for more than a few hours at a time. She always found an excuse to hide in her notebook or wander off back to the girl’s dorm where it was safe. She was… uncomfortable around me. I hated that. I’d never wanted anything other than to keep her safe, and this ongoing feud with Nick was part of that. The fact that she couldn’t see this drove me nuts.

“Forget her,” Brad grumbled. He glared upward like the heavens had dealt him a personal insult. Maybe it had once. “She’s a girl. Girls are stupid by default.”

We were on the roof nursing root beers and looking up at the night sky. Jack and Kristen had retired to bed, and it was just him and me for the last few hours. We’d been playing chess, and Brad was currently winning. Apparently, he was really good at it.

He was… different. Not my usual company by any stretch, but I’d grown to like his presence. Relatively useless on the power front, but smart. Smarter than Jack, anyway. Plus, he agreed with me about Nick, and I needed more allies in my life. I liked it when people agreed with me.

The only real downside was that Brad was a douchebag who hated women. We all had our faults, though. I did my best to ignore it for the most part… assuming of course that he didn’t extend it to Kristen.

“That’s my sister you’re talking about,” I reminded him with a glare. “She’s off limits, remember?”

“Right.” Brad shrugged.

He sipped his root beer and decided not to look at me for a few moments. I could feel the passive aggressive buzz around him and grimaced. Instead of making a move on the chessboard, I glanced up at the sky and tried to trace the constellations in my mind. After Dad left, Kristen and I would find a lot of comfort in stargazing. I got her a telescope for her birthday once. It was the happiest I’d seen her in a long time.

She didn’t smile much anymore.

“It’s not her fault,” I tried, even though I knew Brad would disagree with me. “She’s just a lot more forgiving than I am. I think she’s… tired, you know? We’ve been fighting this war a lot longer than just here at Valcav.”

“Sure,” Brad said. It was clear he wasn’t even remotely interested. He gestured down at the chessboard between us. “You going to play at some point or what?”

“I guess.”

Brad loved chess from what I could tell because he was really freaking good at it. I liked it too, but it also reminded me of my father. He was the one to train me, and to be honest, the fewer reminders of him the better. It was bad enough that I thought about him every time Nick and I crossed paths. I doubted my father would be happy about that or really anything to do with me lately. Maybe Kristen was right. Or… maybe they were both unprepared to do what had to be done.

I glanced down at the board only long enough to make a rash decision and moved my pawn right into the path of his knight. Brad tsked as he took it away. 

“It’s like you’re not even trying,” he muttered.

I wasn’t. “Maybe I should have gone after her—”

“Christ, Matt. You’ve got to sew your dick back on, this is ridiculous.”

Was it? I’d never had these problems with Kristen before, and it didn’t seem right to have them now. Not when a Gateon was within our grasp, and we’d finally manage to get some revenge on behalf of our family. This was too important. Couldn’t she see that?

“God, it’s so fucking frustrating.” I sighed. “I just… I just want to make things right.” 

Brad hummed noncommittally.

For Kristen, I was almost ready to let it go at that moment, but then I got angry again. “It’s not fair,” I hissed. “I’ve been doing everything I possibly can. Nick’s just… he’s won the fucking lottery for powers, how am I supposed to compete with that? It’s not my fault! He can freaking fly! I want to fly!” I tossed my hands angrily. “How come I can’t fly?!”

“Uh huh,” Brad said, sounding distracted.

“He’s got that and the fucking energy beams and those stupid laser eyes, and he’s super strong, and…” With an angry huff, I settled back on my palms and glanced up at the stars again. “Whatever.”

But then Brad’s queen was suddenly open, and he crossed the board in a bold swoop, calling for check. No, not check. Mate. I blinked down at my hands after he did so because I couldn’t actually remember making a move to free his queen. I must have, though.

“I think I’m tired,” I muttered as I opened and closed my fist in my lap. It felt dissonant like it wasn’t even a part of me anymore. “I should head to bed.”

“Yeah, get the fuck out of here,” Brad said with a chuckle. The win had made him chipper, and he whistled as he tossed the pieces back into the box. “Thanks for the win, loser. You’re too easy.”

“No problem, asshole.”

A few minutes later, I was down in the girl’s dorm. I peeked my head into Kristen’s room and found her scribbling in her notebook. She didn’t even look up. She knew I was there, we always knew. Instead of acknowledging me, she kept right on writing.

“I’m sorry—”

“Whatever,” Kristen cut me off. “I don’t care anymore.”

Except that she did. I grimaced and twisted my hands in front of me like a nervous child. She did that to me sometimes. She always knew exactly where to stick the knife.

“I just want to keep you safe,” I argued.

She didn’t justify that with a response. The cold shoulder hurt more than anything. She was fond of doing that to other people, but never to me… until now.

“Kristen, please—”

“Go to bed.”

“But I—”

“Go.”

Frustrated again, I nearly burst into the room to give her a what-for. Then I realized I’d never actually yelled at my sister before, and I had no intention of starting the trend. 

With a frown, I confessed, “I don’t know what I’m doing wrong, but I’m sorry.”

That made her finally look up at me, and there was a small note of pity between her brows. But then her eyes narrowed to slits a moment later. 

“Whatever,” she dismissed again. “Don’t care. It’s over. Go to bed.”

That really, really stung. I cleared my throat to resist the emotions that bubbled over inside of me. Instead of barging into her room, I quietly closed the door and walked away. 
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Chapter 9
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As evening settled over Valcav, Andie dragged me out of the dinner line with an aggressive tug on my hand. “Forget about that, it’s ice cream time!”

Still holding my hand tightly, she marched into the kitchen’s swinging doors without so much as a knock.

“Maria! Maria, are you here?” she shouted.

“Andie, what’s going on?” I asked as a short, portly chef who approached us. 

“In a hurry?” the chef asked with a chuckle as she passed us both chocolate ice cream cones. They had been dipped in syrup and covered in rainbow sprinkles. 

“Awesome! You’re the best!” Andie squealed with joy as she took hers with an excited bounce. 

I just barely managed a “Thanks!” before being dragged off toward the entrance of Valcav. I’d thought she was in a hurry, but the second we were alone in the hall, her shoulders sank, and she sighed with relief. 

“Finally,” she huffed. She looked me up and down, and then her smile turned sweet. “I’ve been thinking about this date for hours. It’s been hell getting you alone for two minutes.”

I chuckled as the two of us walked out the doors of the academy to greet the evening sunset. Andie’s sigh at the sight was quiet, and she licked the chocolate off her cone for a moment as she took in the scenery. All the energy that she’d displayed getting out here had faded, and now she seemed somewhat serene. 

“Been thinking about it all day, too.” I took a lick of my own cone and then bit the shell with a thoughtful crunch. “Where do you want to go?”

“Don’t know.” Andie’s smile was content. She pointed toward the endless cedar wood that hugged the perimeter of Valcav. “You know, we never made it this far out when I was little. I had a good view from the apartment, and I used to sit for hours and imagine all sorts of creatures in the forest.”

“You grew up here?” I asked with a quirked eyebrow and looked around.

The city of Alexandria was one of the final bastions in the decades-long war against my father and his massive army. Refugees from all over the world took harbor in her care, and it was through them that the city thrived in recent decades, nearly tripling in size. She was a beautiful high-tech metropolis, and home to the world’s greatest heroes for as long as anyone could remember. 

Other cities and nations in other parts of the world still managed to fight Lord Inferno’s advances, but Alexandria had been a prime target for years and had managed to repel him the most. His notorious island headquarters rested in Alexandria’s Lucent Bay, and it was her beach that saw the most action in the years since. It was where Amazoness and Triton had first touched ground after rescuing me all those years ago. It had been a cold, quiet night with the city sparkling like a diamond on the horizon… I’ll never forget the lapping of the waves, and the warm feeling of Gemma’s hand on my shoulder as she guided me towards a new home.

Valcav Academy rested at the very edge of her borders, opposite the bay. It skirted a massive forest that stretched out over rolling mountains into a wilderness oddly unmarked by the bustling metropolis that clung to it. 

“Yeah, I lived here.” Andie tugged on my hand again and led me down the road deeper into town. On the way, we ate more of our cones, quietly taking in the sites. This side of the city was much quieter than most, but there were plenty of businesses that took advantage of the local college crowd. It was night time now, after a long day of classes, and most of the businesses were firmly shut. We passed through the absent streets until the brighter lights of Main Street became more apparent. 

“Whereabouts?” I asked as I looked at her, and couldn’t help but notice how pretty she really was. She had a perfect body that was curvy and limber with long blonde hair that I itched to run my fingers through. 

It was clear she took good care of her appearance, and I wondered, not for the first time, how she’d come to notice me above any other. To say that I was lucky would be an understatement. She was the perfect woman, with a smile that could warm the Arctic. 

She did so then, her cheeks rosy from the nightly chill. The sun had set, and now the moon was creeping up over the buildings. 

“In the Stacks,” she said, missing the hungry look I’d given her in favor of her ice cream cone. 

I winced because it was a district known for being a notorious breeding ground for the worst crime in the entire city. Originally meant as cheap housing for refugees, cheap labor and cheaper quality apartments quickly degraded their living situation, and years of neglect had taken its toll there. 

“Sorry,” I said when she caught my wincing.

“Eh, it’s fine.” She shrugged and gestured with her cone. “Originally, we came from Aisha. You know, the home of the Crystal Mountains? Anyway, our family was loaded there. Apparently, we were some sort of ancient royalty.” 

It was on the tip of my tongue to apologize again, but Andie shook her head. “No, no, this isn’t a pity party.” She laughed. “I don’t remember that life, Nick. My parents did, and it drove them insane, but I actually kinda liked the Stacks. Had some good friends there. Learned to fight there too.”

I looked her up and down with a new eye. A perfect jaw, beautiful plump lips, and creamy pale skin. I could see the royalty, now that she’d mentioned it. 

“If you don’t mind me asking… how did…?” I hesitated, unsure if I actually wanted to know.

“How did my family lose its fortune?” She laughed at my expression. It was probably obvious that I was worried my father had something to do with it like he seemed to involve himself in everything else these days. Andie tossed a careless hand and shook her head again. “Much as I adore you, Nick, not everything is about your daddy issues. Point of fact, it’s my own this time.” 

I lifted a brow in curiosity, and she went on, “So, uh. My mom, she was a member of Congress back in Aisha. She laundered millions in taxpayer money.”

“I thought your family was royalty?” I asked curiously.

“Ancient royalty, I said,” Andie corrected. “Thrones are empty these days, Nick.” 

“So she was a crime lord, then? Like, what, the Mafia?”

Andie gestured vaguely with a rock of her hand and nodded a little. “Of a sort, I guess. She was a powered, sort of a super genius and scary good at finances. The reason she got caught was another villain. There was some infighting over the money, I think.”

Known to happen, sometimes. There was no honor among thieves, after all. 

“Mom was found guilty when I was really little and sent to prison,” she explained as we strolled down the street. “Our family fortune was used to pay off all the debt she owed. Well. Most of the debt. Anyway, things got really dangerous after that, and Dad changed our names to protect us. We went to Alexandria to hide among the refugees. Mom joined us later on, after serving her sentence, of course.”

“So Baker isn’t even your real last name?” I blinked at her.

Andie shrugged and glanced up at the moonlit sky. Stars had spilled themselves across the heavens, and she focused on the various constellations as she thought about how to answer my question. 

“I’m a Baker in every way that matters,” she said after a moment. Then she smiled at me again. “That other name doesn’t matter to me anymore. My mom can keep it. My dad too, for that matter.”

I thought about my own father. He was likely plotting some sort of madness in his evil tower that very moment. It was hard to be proud of the Gateon name these days, but Eric’s insistence that it was a legacy worth keeping still pulsed deep within me. 

“I think I understand,” I said quietly as I glanced down at the sidewalk.

“Of course you would.” Andie bumped shoulders with me. “You’re Nick Gateon.” 

“Lord Inferno’s son,” I finished the thought. It was an automatic response, a way of punishing myself for years of mistakes that weren’t even my own.

Andie tsked and stopped dead in her tracks. She spun on her heel, looked me dead-on, and jabbed a finger into my chest. “I know it’s a habit for you at this point, but you’ve got to stop doing that, Nick.”

I stepped backward, suddenly insecure. “Doing what?”

“Listening to Matt, for one thing.” She sighed and gestured in the vague direction of Valcav. “I didn’t ask Lord Inferno’s son out on a date tonight, I asked Nick Gateon. Why? Because I think Nick Gateon is a sexy guy with a hell of a lot of heart.” 

“Wait, you think I’m sexy?”

She playfully punched me in the shoulder and grinned. “I’ve been saying it the whole time, you dork, but don’t change the subject. You’re a Gateon because you choose to be. Just like I’m a Baker. You’ve got to learn to accept that.”

I blinked at her, and she must have taken that for confusion because she sighed and put a hand on her hip. 

“‘A rose by any other name would smell as sweet,’” she quoted. “It’s not the name that defines who you are. It’s what you do with it.”

I knew she was right when she said it, but I couldn’t help an instinctive urge to deny the whole thing entirely. “Everyone hears Gateon and thinks—”

“To hell with what they think,” she interrupted as she rolled her eyes. She gestured with the hand that still held her now-melting ice cream cone, then took mine in her empty one a second later. That deep brown gaze was bottomless and infinite. An ocean of amber ink that I could drown in forever. “You let them put too much pressure on you, Nick. It worries the hell out of me.”

I blinked again and forced myself to look away from her intense gaze. I stared up at the starlit sky instead and cleared my throat. “I, uh… I don’t mean to worry you,” I stammered, blushing a little. “I’ll try harder.”

Andie gently snatched my chin, and we locked eyes again. “No, silly, you’ll think about yourself once in a while. This is what I’m talking about. You keep this up, you’re gonna try to carry the whole world on your back. It might work for ten minutes, but after that, you’ll just crush yourself. I don’t want to see you fall.” 

She softened the words with a quick peck to my cheek, then released my chin to hug me with great big warm arms. She was careful not to smash the cone into me, and I did the same in kind. It was all I could do to hug her back and process the emotions swirling around in my head. 

I wasn’t sure of anything, at that moment. I was in love, I was overwhelmed, and I had a beautiful woman who believed in me so much that she was willing to argue the point every time I struggled to agree with her. It wasn’t that I lacked self-worth, it’s just that I’d spent so long living underneath a shadow shaped like the world’s most terrifying man. It was odd to have it removed so easily by Andie’s bright, burning light.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. I rested my head on her shoulder for a moment. “I’m just not used to someone being so blunt about these things. I’ve had people believe in me before, but they generally do it very quietly. You, Eric, and Kara are… well, loud about it. I’m not used it to yet.” 

She kept right on holding me until I was ready to let go again. When I did, she took my hand in hers, and we continued our quiet aimless walk in the night. On the way, I finally finished the cone and ate the rest of it with a quiet sigh. I wasn’t used to being vulnerable around anyone, and it was odd that Andie kept managing to pull it out of me. 

“My parents kept our struggles quiet for years,” she explained as she glanced sidelong at me. Her own cone was nearly gone now. “Never talked about anything until it bubbled over into fights that nearly killed both of them. They loved each other enough to stay together after Aisha, but they never said it even once, not where I could hear. Me, I don’t want to live like that. I like someone, I tell them. It’s important. Something that small can save a life, you know.”

I snorted to cover the butterflies beating against my ribcage. Andie’s grip was firm around my own hand. A strong measure of support, unwavering, ever determined to be there as long as I needed it. Where the hell had Andie come from? Heaven sent, like an angel straight into my lap. A beautiful, stretchy angel who spoke like a motivational speaker and loved brighter and hotter than anyone I’d ever met before. 

“No one talks like that,” I told her. “Only you.”

She smiled back at me, and the world was suddenly a bit brighter. “Yeah, well, maybe they should. I meant what I said, Nick. I really like you.”

“I like you too,” I told her easily. This time, I held her gaze with confidence. “I like you a lot.”

We passed by a media store. A set of monitors were playing news footage, and I caught sight of my dad wearing a suit and tie as he stood behind a podium. He normally wore a ridiculous black and red number full of spikes and flame motifs. To address the public in a suit and tie probably meant that he was trying to tame down the monster image. Since when did he care about PR?

The scrolling headline on the newsreel read, ‘LORD INFERNO TO RELEASE SPEECH AND ADDRESS THE EMPIRE’S CONCERNS.’ I grimaced and looked away. Andie caught my expression and then yanked me from the monitors a little quicker once she noticed the source of my concern.

Unfortunately, a small girl of about ten recognized my face. I’d made the news after being accepted to Valcav because of whose record it was that I broke upon entry. 

“Mommy, look!” She pointed at me. “It’s the bad man!”

“That’s not the bad man, sweetie. That’s his son.” The little girl’s mother looked right at me and gave me a soft smile. “He’s trying to be a hero, and we should give him the benefit of the doubt.” Then she marched her daughter over to me. “Say hi, Katie.”

“Hi,” the little girl squeaked and then held out her hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too,” I said as I shook her hand and smiled at her before I shot her mother a questioning look.

“Inferno saved my mom before, well…” the girl’s mother shrugged. “I’d always hoped he’d turn back to being good.” She met my eyes then. “I’m hoping you will be the next best thing. Or, better still, bring your father back to the good side.” 

“I’ll do my best,” I said with a nod. “That you can count on.”

“Oh, I believe you.” She smiled at me. “Something about you.” She glanced at her daughter then. “Well, we’d better get going. I promised her some ice cream.”

“Yippie!” the girl cried, and as she began to tug her mother away, I couldn’t help but smile. “Ice cream.”

“You know,” I said as they turned to go. “I really appreciate it.”

“The pleasure is all mine,” the mother said as she ushered her mother into a doorway a few meters away. 

“That was awesome,” I said as I turned to Andie. “I—”

Before I could finish my sentence, Andie dove in for a brutal kiss that quite literally sucked the wind right out of me. I made a noise of confusion, then growled as I pulled the wind back into my own lungs. My fingers ran through her hair as she continued to kiss me without any sign of breaking. Our tongues danced, and I felt the surge of endorphins race through me so clearly that I half wondered if I’d managed to power up twice in one day.

When Andie finally pulled back, we were both panting, and I wanted to tear her clothes off right then and there. Her eyes were dark, glistening pools. Hungry. Desperate. She wanted me bad, but she wanted to take her time, too. She wanted this to be different. 

As much as I hated to admit it, I wanted this to be different too.

“See, you just need to believe in yourself, and people will come around,” Andie whispered, her voice thick with both lust and emotion. Her big brown eyes glistened under the light of the moon, and I was compelled towards it. She jabbed a finger at me, demanding my focus. “You understand?”

“Andie—”

She gestured back out the alley, towards where the monitors had been. Where that little girl had been. “Don’t let the haters hurt you, Nick. It’s bullshit, and you know that.”

I wanted to reassure her that I did. I wanted to tell her that the words from that little girl hadn’t affected me. I wanted to say that I was fine. I wanted to be confident and brave and strong and all the many, many other things I told myself that I was when I woke up each morning and got ready for class. I knew going into Valcav that I’d win the trials, and I’d learned from fighting Matt what anger could do to a person. I told him I knew exactly where I stood with my father and had believed that at the time. 

With a thick swallow, I confessed, “I love him, you know.” It hurt to admit it. “He might be Inferno to everyone else, but he’s still my dad.” I felt my eyes sting at the truth of it and glared at the sky while I tried to bury it all back down again. 

Andie closed the distance between us and took my hand in hers. She led me further down the alley, and after my head cleared a little bit, I realized we were headed towards the Stacks. The neighborhoods lost their luster the further we went, and I could feel the eyes of the poor studying the two of us from darkened, shuttered windows.

“You don’t have to apologize.”

But I felt like I did. “The world doesn’t know him like I do,” I said insistently. “He tries, Andie. He tries so hard, but he’ll never get it. He sends me letters all the time. Packages, too. Gemma doesn’t know. I don’t think Triton does either. They’d freak if they did, probably.”

Andie frowned at that. “They watch you that closely?”

I shrugged. “I can’t say for certain, but it seems obvious that they wouldn’t be happy about it. Right? They pulled me from that island for a reason, but contrary to popular belief, I don’t actually talk to Gemma very often at all, and Triton, even less. I don’t… until I met you, I didn’t really have friends, Andie. Only mentors and senseis and people I’d report to for status updates. We don’t… Gemma and I, we don’t discuss a lot of things, you see? I think she assumes that I resent him, but I… hell, I don’t know. I should. I really should.” 

“You don’t have to do anything, Nick,” Andie said as she squeezed my hand in reassurance. “It’s alright to love your dad. He’s all the family you have left, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, but it’s not that—”

“Tell me about the packages, Nick.” She smiled and led us into an apartment complex. It was an old cement building laden with carefully organized piles of chaos. Newspapers here, food bins there, and a whole row of recycling bins. 

“Well…” I rubbed at the back of my neck with my free hand and thought about how to explain it. My eyes scrolled over the peeling paint and faded wallpaper of the surrounding building. “Sometimes it’s just food or some toy or… or a book or something. But if he gets word that I’m struggling even in just… just classes, he’ll get creative.”

“Creative?”

“Yeah, well… okay, so when I was in my sophomore year of high school, he kidnapped my math teacher and threatened to hurt her unless she gave me a perfect A.” 

Andie snorted at that. It was so cartoonishly evil, it was probably hard to believe. 

“Once, he found out about this bully I had, and you know what he did?” Andie shook her head, so I went on. “He sent me a bottle of extremely deadly poison. Told me to put a few drops in the kid’s meal. I didn’t, of course, but that didn’t stop him from sending other things. Like a freaking ray gun, Andie.”

Andie actually giggled at that, which was not the response I was expecting. Most people would be revolted to learn the truth of things, but she… she was different. She was so, so different, and I loved that about her. 

For the first time in a very long time, I smiled as I spoke of him because I was looking at her. She made it better, somehow. 

“I’d send him letters explaining that I had no interest in killing my bullies, and he’d send letters back apparently impressed by my choice of pacifism.” The exasperation hit me. I wasn’t able to talk about this with anyone for such a long time, and now it felt freeing to let it out into the air finally. “It’s hard to displease him, you see. My dad thinks I walk on water. He’s convinced I’m just playing nice to deceive you all, and that someday I’m gonna join his army once I’m properly trained and ready for it.”

“Sounds like he’s proud of you.” Andie grinned as she clapped me on the back. “I’d be proud too.”

“He’s got a funny way of showing it,” I grumbled, but this time, it was all in good fun. “I’m sure there’s a whole six-page letter in the mail waiting for me about his glory days at Valcav and all the trouble he and uncle Barbur… he and… say… where are we going?”

We’d stopped in front of an apartment building, and as I stared at it in confusion, Andie fished for a key. 

“Oh, I wanted to bring you home.” She winked at me. “This was my apartment before joining Valcav, and I have a special surprise inside.”

“A special surprise?” I asked as she opened the door and my mouth fell open in shock.

Andie’s apartment was beautiful. Not at all luxurious, decorated with hand-me-down furniture she’d no doubt inherited from her parents and their collective efforts at a nice home, but it was comfortable. A place of solace. There were rainbow Christmas lights strung up on the walls which she flicked on with a switch. They revealed paintings covering nearly every flat surface. Each burst with color, some a vivid splash of rainbow colors, others a sharp contrasting twist of shadows.

Stunned, it took me a moment to collect all the works surrounded us. “You paint?”

Andie flushed at the tone of utter reverence in my voice, and she bobbed her head. 

“I dabble,” she said modestly.

“You’re so… Andie, every time I think I know you, you surprise me all over again. I… wow.”

She cleared her throat and dragged me away from all the beautiful paintings into a side room. It contained only an old sofa and a canvas stand. “Sit there. I want to paint you.”

“Paint me?”

“Yes, you.” She rolled her eyes, impatient now. “I told you, Nick. You’re sexy. I need to commit to memory. Now sit.” She shoved me onto the sofa, and I sat down with a huff. Like the kiss earlier, the wind had been knocked out of me. “It’s time to enjoy your surprise.”

She vanished from the room only to reappear seconds later with a bag full of paints and a large canvas she’d apparently prepared some time ago. She whistled as she set the canvas on the rack and then arranged her paints and thinner in a neat little bundle beside her. 

“Okay, get comfortable. This is going to take a while.”

I leaned back against the pillows on the sofa and heaved a heavy sigh of contentment. I’d never been painted before. I didn’t even know how to pose or where, but Andie seemed content with where I’d fallen naturally. 

“You can sleep if you like,” she said soothingly. “I bet you’re an angel when you’re sleeping.”

“You’re the angel,” I told her. I yawned wide and stretched my arms out enough that I felt my joints pop. All the energy of the day drained right out of me. I hadn’t rested after my power use back in rescue class, and all the emotions leading up to this had me utterly exhausted. 

“Seriously, Nick. Take a nap.”

“Don’t even think about giving me wings. I’m no angel.”

“I’m the artist here.” She grinned and waggled a brush at me. “You just lay down and look pretty.”

I hadn’t meant to give in so quickly, but I felt safe in her company, free of responsibility and all the demons I’d carried with me for years. 

“I think I’m falling in love with you,” I mumbled into the pillow, caught between the dangerous lands of sleep and awake. 

A giggle answered me. “I think I’m falling in love with you too, Nick.”
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Chapter 10
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“Nick, Nick, Nick!”

I woke to the sound of Eric’s pounding feet running down the hall of the male dorm. He banged on the door with his fist and shouted, “Nick, wake the hell up! You’ve got to see this!”

It had been about a week since the date with Andie. She still hadn’t revealed the painting to me. She claimed that she needed to take her time with it and that she had special plans for the reveal. Given how things had gone in that alley, I suspected I knew what at least some of those plans were. I caught her hungry gaze more than once the last few days, and to be fair, she’d caught mine as well. If anyone else had noticed the increase in tension, there wasn’t much said on the matter. Matt tried his usual tactics get under my skin, of course, but with Andie as a solid focus in my life, I hardly even noticed him.

That probably annoyed him even more, to be honest. 

Eric pounced on the door again and begged, “Nick, please.”

I glanced at the time and groaned. Six in the morning and classes didn’t start until nine-thirty. Generally, I was the one waking him up for those, and it usually took me about a half-hour’s worth of insistence before he’d even start moving. To be up at six either meant he hadn’t slept a wink the entire night, or there was something so big going on that he couldn’t contain the madness. With a grumpy sigh, I got out of bed. I ran a quick hand through my hair and opened the door with a sour look. 

“Eric, what the hell—”

He was sparkling again from head to toe and bouncing on the balls of his feet. “There’s gonna be a spaceship.” He snatched my hand and shook it which zapped me a little. 

I hissed and yanked my arm back, giving him a dirty look.

“Sorry,” he winced and pointed behind him towards the north. 

I glanced over with a blank look and blinked again. There was nothing there. It was just an empty hallway.

“I don’t get it,” I said and yawned wide. My brain was still trying to process the fact that we were awake now, and not at all sleeping like we wanted to be.

Eric laid both hands before him and looked me dead in the eye. “Spaceship. Like. From space. With aliens in it.”

“Aliens? Space? Wha?”

So, it wasn’t a complete unknown. Alexandria, in particular, had been in communication with nations off-planet for over a century at this point, and the revelation that alien life existed wasn’t exactly a new one. Back in my grandad’s day, there was a hero super-genius named Doctor Delacruz who was obsessed with the idea of space travel. She eventually developed successful ship designs and, with a team of rather brave heroes, made contact with other worlds. She also brought back technology from those worlds and solved many of humanity’s biggest problems at the time: hunger, cancer, and even language barriers.

There was a statue of her right in front of city hall.

“Yeah, Nick, wake up,” Eric enthused. “A spaceship is landing at the school today. We’ve got an exchange student coming!”

I blinked again as his words finally sank in fully and then dashed back into my dorm room. The revelation of alien life might not be a new one, but it was a rare sight all the same. I didn’t even know what most of them looked like. I’d seen images of tiny blue people as well as very tall gray ones, but they weren’t common by any stretch. 

Given how expensive it was to travel across the galaxy and how unsafe the planet was in the wake of dominating villains like my father, it was fair to say that these sorts of exchanges didn’t occur very often. In fact, the last visit I’d heard of had been when my father was still attending Valcav, and he still turned into a starstruck eighteen-year-old doofus every time he mentioned it.

I scrambled for a set of clothes and was fully dressed in less than a minute. I ran out again in my socks, and Eric snickered and gestured toward them. 

“You’re gonna need shoes,” he said with a laugh.

Between fumbling with my shoes and getting there, it was about five minutes before we had roused the girls. Ten minutes after that, all of us were waiting on a bench by the entrance to Valcav’s massive helipad on the gym roof. Kara was still exhausted, and she leaned her head on my shoulder for a light nap. Andie was doing the same on my left, but she was watching the sunrise instead of falling back into dreams. Both my hands were holding either girl’s, and I glanced down at both to kiss the tops of their heads.

Kara didn’t notice, but Andie did. She glanced up at me and smiled. 

“Few more days,” she whispered, trying not to wake Kara. “I’m making good progress. I think this might be the first piece in a while that I’m actually happy with.”

The last week had consumed me with a boyish eagerness that rivaled Eric’s. I sorely wanted to know how the painting was going, when I was going to see it, and if she’d settled for something a bit more masculine than an angel. “Did you go with the wings?”

“I might have.” She shrugged, her smile turning a bit secretive. I couldn’t tell if she was serious or not. It was going to drive me insane soon, I was certain. “Kara’s seen it, by the way. I needed a second opinion. She said you look cute when you’re sleeping.”

That made me roll my eyes. 

Kara roused just a little to slur, “S’pretty.” 

Andie snickered and reached over to pat Kara’s lap. “Thank you, strawberry.”

I sighed and tried not to look too defeated. I knew she had to take her time, but I wouldn’t put it past Andie to extend the process just a little to drive me up the wall. She did love a good chase.

“So Kara’s seen it,” I grumbled, “but I haven’t?”

Andie jutted her chin at Eric. “To be fair, Sparkles asked me, but I said no.” I snorted at the nickname she’d given Eric. It suited him, really. “He can’t keep a secret to save his life.”

Eric, who was busy watching the sunrise with all the attention of someone who knew for a fact that there was going to be a spaceship landing in it, bounced on feet, and then shrugged helplessly. He glanced back only a moment, too focused on the horizon. He didn’t want to miss even a second of the action. “It just sort of came out, Andie. Jack’s not a bad guy, and we were trading stories—”

Andie elbowed me softly and pointed at Eric with an accusing finger. “Eric told Jack that you and I are dating.”. There was no real heat in her tone. In fact, it was playful. We hadn’t established we wanted it kept secret, and if it wasn’t apparent, then people really weren’t paying attention. 

Still, this was news to me. I lifted a brow at Eric’s back, who missed it in favor of the sunrise. “How’d he react?”

It was Andie who answered, rolling her eyes. “You know how Jack is. His brain is probably brick too.”

“He said you both deserve each other.” Eric shrugged from the window. “Not in a good way, but that’s Jack for you. I guess he’s lumped Andie into the same category because he didn’t seem overly stressed that you’re dating Matt’s rival.”

“Still,” I argued, “it wasn’t a secret we were dating. So Eric’s still in the good books.”

Andie shook her head and jabbed a thumb at Eric again. “Nuh-uh. He also told Jack about the painting. I know, because Jack later ribbed me about it. Guy’s convinced I’m painting a nudie.”

I smirked at that, and Andie elbowed me with a little more force. This jostled Kara who grumbled sleepily. I wrapped a protective arm around her and laughed at Andie’s indignant expression. 

“Oh, come on,” I said as I stifled another chuckle. “There’s no way you haven’t considered it yet.”

“Well… yeah, but that was for later,” Andie hissed out. “And I didn’t want Jack of all freaking people thinking about it. You know he’s gonna tell Brad, who’s gonna tell Matt, who’s gonna tell his sister, and then the entire girl’s dorm is gonna know. And they’ll demand to see it!”

The idea of an entire girl’s dorm lining up to get a peek at my naked body made me chuckle again. It was ridiculous. No way that’d happen. 

“Well, charge them a pretty penny for it,” I told her as I wrapped an arm around Andie as well. She pretended to grumble at the attention, but I caught a tiny little smile at the corner of her lips. “I don’t whore myself out for anything less than two hundred, Andie. I’ve got standards.”

She laughed, loud and boisterous. “That little, eh?”

Kara’s soft whine at all the noise drew my attention. I rubbed her shoulder gently and smiled as she snuggled her face into my shoulder with a bit more enthusiasm. The redhead was a slow riser, apparently. She seemed determined to sleep until the very last minute. 

Unfortunately, Gemma, Triton, Adelaide, Efraim, City Master, and Hiro all walked down the hall a moment later and stopped abruptly when they noticed us on the bench. I smiled at Gemma and made a note of Efraim’s scowl at the back of my mind. 

It was City Master who gestured to the helipad and addressed us. “Eager to see the ship, are we?”

“Are we ever!” Eric bounced again and pointed at the helipad. He was such a dork, sometimes. “I can’t wait.”

Triton smiled and asked, “How did you learn of the exchange, perchance?”

Efraim was still scowling at me, apparently determined to lay blame. But I nodded my head at Eric by way of explanation. The staff glanced at him instead, and Eric shrank at all the attention. 

“I’ve… got my ways?”

Each of the instructors sighed. That seemed to be a good enough explanation as any, because City Master said, “Very well. Come. It has been a long journey for her, and she will need friendly faces. Be on your best behavior.”

Eric nearly cheered before remembering where he was. He grinned from ear to ear, and his whole body sparkled with little zaps of electric energy in his excitement. “Y-Yes! Of course! Will do!”

After rousing Kara awake again, the four of us followed the instructors onto the helipad, a safe distance away from the landing zone. Kara’s hand was warm in mine, and Andie had her arm stretched around both of us. 

Eric was pacing now. The sunrise had exploded into a brilliant golden hue, and as it stretched back along the sky overhead, it turned to a deeper shade of violet. I noticed Andie looking up, drinking all the colors. Had some of them made their way onto her canvas?

“Her name is Aylin Ajlal,” City Master went on. “She is royalty and hails from New Sahana.”

Eric’s eyes grew wide as golf balls. “She’s a princess?”

“Indeed.” City Master nodded. “I must warn you, use tact when you ask about her home. Her exchange was funded by the Safe Harbor project.”

That caught my attention. Safe Harbor was an Alexandria program designed to take in troubled refugees from war-torn areas of the world. Its first incarnation had failed, hence the Stacks where Andie grew up. Later incarnations proved more successful, granting refugees education and career paths to help the city grow more beneficially. Taking on an alien seemed ambitious which meant that it was likely the situation where she’d come from had been somewhat dire.

Eric nodded to City Master’s warning, but I could tell that the words flew right in one ear and right back out the other. The second he got Aylin alone, he was going to start drilling her about absolutely everything her culture had to offer. He’d probably even take notes.

Unfortunately, the sounds of engines roared from above, and City Master’s second warning fell on deaf ears. The alien ship was surprisingly small, about the size of a standard house and shaped like a flat disk. It navigated the atmosphere smoothly, then hovered easily on the helipad without using any landing gear. Lights twinkled on the craft for a moment, and I caught every single staff member adjusting ties and strands of stray hair, apparently nervous about the visit as well. 

A long set of steps came out of a small hatch, and a beautiful woman flanked by two armored guards walked down them. She had pretty purple skin, darker lips, and long, flowing black hair that tossed and turned behind her like waves of ink. Her eyes were white with glowing pupils of an even purer white that could easily be seen from a fair distance off. I caught swirling patterns that danced along her cheeks and sailed up into her hairline. They seemed bioluminescent and glowed like the white of her eyes. 

She wore a long, flowing black dress, the tail of which whipped around behind her like a cape. When she and the two guards met at the bottom of the staircase, she set her hands before her like a prayer and bowed low to all of us. Her dress calmed as the engines behind her whirred down to silence.

“Sv’ol ki’tresh,” she said, her tone one of reverence. Her voice carried a strange accent to it, but it was a beautiful one that stressed the vowels in her speech. 

Charmed, I bowed low, and the two girls followed. Eric just gawked with his eyes wide and full of wonder. When Aylin rose again, she noticed the attention, and a dark purple blush shaded her cheeks.

City Master reached over to smack the back of Eric’s head gently, his eyes screaming, ‘Behave.’

“Aylin Ajlal,” he said as he bowed back. “We welcome you to Valcav Academy. I am Lars Shoemaker, the current headmaster. This is Douglas Aberforth, Gemma Corcoran, Efraim Siedel, Adelaide Jones, and Hiro Saito.” He gestured at each of the staff in turn and then, with some hesitation, towards us. 

Before City Master could introduce him, Eric thrust a hand at Aylin and bounced again. “Hi, I’m Eric! You’re very pretty. I like the purple skin. Welcome! You’re a princess, right? Can I call you Aylin? I’ll address you as ‘Your Highness’ if you like, I don’t mi—”

This time, it was Efraim who smacked him on the back of the head, and he was a bit less gentle about it. “Calm down, Mr. Meyers. Don’t overwhelm the poor girl.”

“R-Right, sorry,” the exuberant youth apologized.

Aylin covered her hand over her mouth while she giggled. “It’s alright,” she said. “Call me Aylin Ajlal.” 

Eric thrust his hand out again, but she didn’t seem to understand what he wanted because she looked to the hand to him and back again. Eric realized his mistake a long, awkward moment later.

“Oh! It’s a handshake.” He spun on his heel and snatched my own hand to demonstrate. For once, I wasn’t zapped for the trouble. “See? It’s a greeting. I’m sorry, I should have known.”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t mind him,” I told Aylin, “he’s just excited. I’m Nick Gateon. It’s a pleasure.”

She smiled back, and for once, it was really refreshing to say my name to someone new and have it be an entirely normal occurrence. 

“Jir, Nick Gateon,” she said in that same exotic accent. She then shifted her gaze to the two girls, who each smiled back in varying degrees of enthusiasm. Andie’s expression was particularly heated, I could tell she sorely wanted to paint the girl. 

“I’m Andie,” she said with a grin. 

“And I’m Kara,” the quieter voice piped up at my side. Kara was still leaning on me, and this time it seemed more out of shyness than exhaustion. “Kara Johnson.”

“Jir.” Aylin smiled at both of them. At our confused faces, she explained, “A greeting. Like your… hand?” 

She peeled off a long black glove and offered her purple hand to me. It was laced in glowing patterns that danced around her fingers and curled around her wrist. Most were white like the patterns on her face, but others glowed a pretty blend of blue, teal, and violet. 

I took her hand carefully. I couldn’t feel the marks when we touched, and her skin had the same texture as a human’s. Her skin was a little colder though, nearly the temperature of the morning chill. Was she cold-blooded? 

“Handshake,” I explained and shook hers twice. “It’s a way of making bonds. It’s like… an alliance. When you shake hands, it’s a promise of peace.”

She took her hand back after I shook it to stare at it thoughtfully. 

“An interesting custom,” she said softly. “I’d like to learn more. I-If you’re willing.”

“Of course!” Eric’s grin was wide and eager. “Class starts in a few hours. Let’s catch up. Are you hungry? We can head down to breakfast. I don’t know what you eat, but I’m sure there’s a lot of choices—”

It was Gemma who interrupted Eric this time.

“Andrea and Kara can lead you to your room if you wish,” she said. “Your things will be moved there by your escort. They’ve agreed to stay in visitor housing over the next few weeks while you get established. Please find me if you have any questions or concerns, Aylin. Welcome to Valcav.”

“Thank you, Gemma Corcoran.” Aylin bowed to her, her hands in prayer like before. “It is appreciated.”

“Nick.” It was hard to tear my eyes away from that exotic purple skin and all the pretty glowing patterns, but I managed it with some effort. Gemma’s expression was endearing when I met her gaze. “Take care of her for me.”

I gave Gemma a thumbs up as the staff began to step away and headed back into the building. I, meanwhile, led the others down to the cafeteria. It was still closed this early in the morning, but some very sweet ladies in the kitchens prepared an early breakfast upon request. We sat at a small table in the corner while we waited for it to cook. Eric had Aylin shake hands with him again and compared the difference in color with wide, curious eyes.

“Your hand is quite warm, Eric Meyers.” She looked from him to me. “Nick Gateon was much the same. Is this normal?”

Eric’s brow went just a little further into his hairline. He nodded, pulling his own hand away to stare at it. 

“Yeah,” he said, his eyes glazed with wonder. “We’re warm-blooded.”

“And it’s just Nick,” I added gently. “No last name necessary.”

Aylin stared down at her own hand when Eric did so but met my eyes with a lifted black brow in confusion. “Last name? I do not understand.”

I smiled patiently and gestured between us. “We have a first name, a middle name, and a last one. The first is our personal name, the middle is an additional name, and the last is a family name. City Master called you Aylin Ajlal. I assumed that meant your first name was Aylin, which is the name we use to address each other.”

“Oh. My people address each other by our full names.”

Eric’s brows had finally settled down again, only to skyrocket back up into his hair. “All the time?”

“That’s got to be tiresome,” Andie added.

Aylin shook her head, her long black hair falling before those strange glowing eyes. “No, not all the time. We also address each other by titles. There are many in our language.”

“That sounds terrible,” Andie said with a shake of her head. “Can you imagine being addressed as ‘student’ or ‘trainee’?”

“I dunno,” Eric said with a smirk. “I’m totally going to go by my superhero name all the time once I think of an awesome one. That’s similar, right?” 

Kara, who’d been staring at the table like she were trying to manifest coffee by sheer willpower, perked up a little. She glanced at Andie, then asked Aylin, “What about nicknames?”

“Nick… names?” Aylin asked, clearly confused. “Isn’t his name ‘Nick’?” She pointed at me. 

Aylin didn’t understand at all, and I smiled at her in sympathy. She was so overwhelmed by human culture, and I sorely wished I could ease the journey a little more than I already had. 

“Names that friends make for you,” I said gently. “Shorter versions, usually. To describe people.”

Andie bumped Kara’s shoulder with a smile. “Yeah. I call her Strawberry, for example, because of the hair. Eric is Sparkles. You’ll understand that one later.”

Aylin nodded slowly, though it was clear she wasn’t certain about this strange new custom. She gestured to me. “I shall call Nick Gateon—”

I cringed, and added, “Really, just Nick is fine—”

“I’ll call you Starlight.”

This confused all three of us, and we stared blankly at her. 

“He glows,” Aylin insisted. “You cannot see?”

I shook my head and glanced down as if to test that theory, but no, I was still the same old me I’d ever been. “No, I’m afraid not.”

“Oh.” Aylin looked startled by this and then gestured to me again. “You glow. It is a… a color that is not in your language?” She struggled for an explanation as her hand gestured vaguely in the air. “It is difficult to explain, but I can see it quite clearly. It is very pretty. A sign of power, usually.”

“Well, she’s got you pegged,” Andie said and clapped me on the back. “Our boy’s a powerhouse. Maybe you can see that?” Andie stretched left arm into the shape of a heart and giggled a little when Aylin’s eyes widened in fascination. “I’m bendy. Eric’s zappy. Kara’s a genius.”

Kara snorted and blushed into her cereal. “I’m not a genius.”

“Are too,” Andie argued.

“Are not,” Kara shot back. 

They playfully shoved at each other and Aylin frowned at this. 

“They’re not actually arguing,” I reassured the violet princess. “It’s banter.”

“Oh!” she said as she perked up. “I understand, Starlight.”

The nickname was growing on me. One of the kitchen ladies came in with a platter and set a plate down for each of us. The one in front of Aylin had a large stack of fluffy pancakes sprinkled with fresh blueberries. She’d been given a small bottle of real maple syrup. A warm stick of butter was placed in the middle of the table. 

Eric found himself with a selection of meats, cheeses, and freshly baked bread, while I was given a hearty plate with two sunny-side eggs, a few perfectly grilled sausages, bacon, fresh tomato, mushrooms and two slices of warm bread. Andie found herself with cream-filled croissants, and Kara was given an amazing cheesy omelet dotted with pretty green parsley. I could see a hint of bacon hidden in them.

Overwhelmed, Aylin glanced from her plate to each of the others, her mouth agape. The kitchen woman smiled warmly to her and set down a cup of coffee for each of us, with creamer and sugar to supplement. 

“I wasn’t quite sure what to make for a pretty space princess like yourself, so I prepared a bit of everything,” the kitchen woman said. She waved her hand in a soothing gesture when Aylin looked to apologize. “It’s no problem, my dear. Enjoy your meals.”

Aylin nodded to the woman’s back as she left for the kitchens again. Then she stared at the food, overwhelmed again. “Where do I start, Starlight?”

Eric, Andie, and I all said, “the pancakes” at the same time. Then we laughed. I gestured with a nod, encouraging Aylin when she looked down at her own meal in question. 

“They are called pan… cakes?”

“Yeah. Put a little butter on them, like this,” I said as I took the butter knife and showed her. “Then use that bottle. It has syrup in it. Pour some of that over the pancakes.”

“I have never eaten human food before,” she whispered as she nervously cut a small triangle of pancake and prepped it on her fork. 

Kara smiled at her gently. “It’s always scary trying new things. You’ve already done so many just getting here. You’re very brave.”

At the compliment, Aylin blushed a pretty purple hue. “I don’t feel very brave, Kara Johnson.”

“You’re allowed to be scared and still be brave,” Eric argued. He’d already prepared a small sandwich with the meats and cheeses on his plate and gestured with it while giving Aylin a confident look. “It’s how you deal with the fear that matters.”

Eric was one of those people who always seemed a bit naïve on the surface but burst with incredible wisdom in the strangest moments. 

I smiled at him, then nodded in encouragement to Aylin. “He’s right. You can do this. It’ll be okay.”

With an intake of breath for bravery, Aylin slowly let the small triangle of pancake settle into her mouth. Immediately, her glowing white eyes widened, and she seemed to shiver from head to toe. “Akir!” 

For a moment, she searched for a term we’d understand, so taken by the taste it was hard to think. 

“In-incredible,” she stuttered. “Very… sweet? And the berries—”

“Blueberries,” I explained. “We like a lot of sugar this side of the galaxy.”

“Sugar? I’ve never tasted it.” She flushed and immediately stuffed another triangle into her mouth. Adorably, she said, “I like it!” around a mouthful. “It is quite nice!” 

“Then wait until you try some chocolate.” I chuckled as the meal spiraled into sharing her some of the sausages on my plate, as well as one of Andie’s croissants and a small portion of Kara’s omelet. 

“If all of Earth’s food is this good, then I can’t wait to taste everything,” she said when we had finished the meal. “Especially the chocolate you told me about earlier.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Andie said as we got up and headed to the door so we could avoid the other students. They would start coming in anytime now. “I’m gonna help you develop the biggest sweet tooth ever!” 

“Thank you,” Aylin said earnestly. “I am very happy to have met people like you.” She swallowed. “I am not used to such kindness.”
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Chapter 11
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“Wow,” Aylin said as she took in her dorm room for the first time. Her glowing white eyes were wide, overwhelmed by the modest little room. 

The room itself was bare, containing only a bed, a desk, a fresh computer, and an empty closet for her clothes. Like every dorm, the walls were white and waiting for decoration. Her escort had stopped by while she’d been out, and there were several suitcases lined next to her bed with what was likely clothes brought from her homeworld.

“We can take you out for some shopping if you like,” I offered. “It’s probably not much compared to a princess’s life—”

“No, no, it’s wonderful.” Aylin’s overwhelmed expression shifted into utter joy. Her bright smile melted all four of us as we lingered in the doorway. “I haven’t had a room of my own in some time.”

Eric lifted a brow at that. “But you’re a princess, yeah? Was there a castle?”

“Yes, my family had a… castle, as you say… but I didn’t stay there, not at the end.” Aylin nodded as she glanced out the window. Her room had a great view of the city, and the beach beyond it. Her glowing eyes lingered on the coast, and her smile softened a little in memory. 

Instead of explaining more, she pointed at the coast, dark brow lifted in curiosity. “Is that a beach? I think I can see people.”

Andie squeezed by me and ducked into the room while dragging Kara along with her. The two greeted Aylin with a friendly nod. 

“It is!” Andie exclaimed. “And we should head down there at some point. All sorts of fun to be had on a beach.”

“Your people play on beaches?” Aylin asked as she stared at Andie in shock. 

“Of course!” Andie said with a laugh. “It’s fun to enjoy nature. Here, we like the hot sun and the shifting tides. Do your people not do the same?”

“Only on very special holidays,” she answered. “I would very much like to see your beach up close. It looks quite grand.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Eric confirmed with a bob of his head. “The beach is my favorite.”

“Do you need help to unpack at all?” I glanced at the suitcases again and then gestured to them when our eyes met. 

“No, I should be fine.” Aylin smiled. “Thank you for the offer, Starlight, but I will relish this experience. It has been some time since I’ve been able to do such things on my own.”

“Nick’s offer of shopping wasn’t a bad one,” Kara gestured with a thumb my way. “We could probably deck your room out pretty nice.”

“Yeah.” Andie grinned. “Maybe a painting, or a few posters? Oh! You could get one of those little planetariums that show constellations!”

“Ooh, I might get one too,” Eric added.

The girls and Eric babbled on for some time about tips on decor, and I waited by the doorway with my arms crossed, watching the four of them with a gentle smile. They were utter dorks, but they were my dorks, and I loved each of them so much. Aylin was quite welcome in their company, and the quiet tension she wore since landing finally seemed to ease. The conversation shifted back towards the beach, and she spotted the small spec of Inferno Island off in the distance. It was a volcanic island and the center of his empire, a place where he spent the majority of his time brooding and plotting vengeance on the world.

“Is that an island? We have many on my homeworld,” Aylin said with a wistful sigh. 

Each glanced back to me, and I shrugged without a care in the world. 

“It is.” I nodded. “That’s Inferno Island. It’s where my dad… lives, I guess.”

“How?” Aylin lifted a brow and leaned a little further into the window. With her hands on the sill, she squinted at it. “It looks volcanic, I think? It is difficult to tell from this far.”

“Your eyes are incredible,” I laughed, “and yes, it is. There’s something you should know. My dad, he was a great hero once.” Glancing at Eric, I added, “The greatest, according to some.”

She noted with past tense with some confusion. “He… was?” 

“He’s… a bit of a tyrant now,” I explained, struggling to figure out the right way to put it to an alien princess from some other part of the galaxy. Did she even know what tyrants were? Did they have such things, where she came from? “He… fell, I guess… after a personal tragedy. Decided that the only way to protect humanity was to control its every whim. He thinks himself a benevolent dictator. I haven’t really spoken to him since escaping the island years ago.”

Aylin’s expression dimmed somewhat, and she slowly nodded. “I… I understand, Starlight.”

It was strange, but I believed her. There was something in the line between her glowing eyes… more than just sympathy. We stared at each other for a long moment. Too long, long enough that Andie cleared her throat, and the other three looked awkward.

“So yeah, Nick’s dad is a dick, and everyone in the world knows who he is,” Andie said and then beamed at all of us. She clapped her hands once and nodded towards the clock. “We’re running out of time. We ready to go to class?”

A few minutes later, we found ourselves in Efraim’s power training class. It took place in the gym and was nearly started when we arrived. Everyone was whispering amongst themselves, and I caught several familiar words: spaceship, aliens, exchange student. Apparently, rumor had spread. When Aylin entered the room behind me, everyone in the class gawked at her. They knew immediately who she was, and where she’d come from.

In a world where people like Jack existed, it wasn’t her appearance that struck them, but more the knowledge that she was from an alien planet and had traveled across the galaxy to learn with them. Aylin grew uncomfortable with all the staring and hid behind me with a dark blush.

I sighed in irritation, but it was Efraim who spoke. His voice was low and gravelly from where he stood at the head of the class. 

“Yes, she is an exchange student,” Efraim muttered. “Treat her with respect, or I’ll have each of your hides in detention for the next three years.”

Immediately, the class looked away from her, many staring down at the floor like scolded children. They overdid his order, avoiding any possible glance at her to avoid staring again. Andie snorted in distaste and snatched Aylin’s hand, who was extremely uncomfortable. She and the girls traveled to the very back, and Eric and I followed. 

I sat on the floor between Kara and Andie when we settled in. Aylin stood next to Eric, who had brought a thick old book from his dorm. On the way to class, he kept flipping through the pages silently to show her various heroes in the past century. Aylin asked several curious questions about the finer details of human history, but even when it had nothing to do with hero history specifically, Eric somehow found a way to bring it back again. 

At least she was entertained if nothing else. I resisted the urge to peel Eric back from his shiny new friend and leaned into Andie. 

“We should take her out on the town tomorrow,” I suggested. “Maybe go to the beach, like we talked about?”

“Good plan,” Andie whispered back. “Any excuse to see you in a bathing suit.” 

I chuckled and pecked her on the cheek. “Dork.”

“Even bigger dork,” she shot back and elbowed me.

Efraim cleared his throat and gave us both a sour look. The class started with a hush, and Eric awkwardly shut his history book as he shrank under Efraim’s withering stare. Efraim waited a good long moment before gesturing at a poster pinned up on the wall nearby. It was a shot of Triton when he was young, in eras long past. He was surrounded by a tremendous wave of water, hand outstretched towards some other target.

“Creativity,” Judgment began in a deathly serious tone. “It can be the difference between a weak hero and a devastating one. Your powers are not simply a weapon, they are an extension of you. It’s time you learned how to use them properly. All of you, find your groups and practice your abilities. I want to see what you can do.”

The five of us found a corner to work. Matt and his crew were on the opposite side of the room, giving us dirty looks. He immediately shifted form, and his claws and fangs made themselves apparent. His eyes took on a golden hue with the leer he gave me, and I rolled my eyes at him. If he wanted me to be intimidated, he was going to have to try a lot harder than that.

Andie started stretching herself into various forms: a barrel shape, a tall, thin line, even a coiled spring. I chuckled when she shaped herself into a heart and then pretended to pump it for my amusement. Kara took out the gadget she’d been working on and sat on the floor nearby to tinker with it. Inspired, Eric joined her and asked about trying to power one of her items with his electricity. 

Elianna tried taking on the form of other gasses, tried being the operative word, and failed. Judgment cornered her with a chemistry book in his hands as he tried to explain advanced chemical compounds. Her blush had deepened even further with the direct attention, and I thought back to the vampire theory a few weeks back. If he was a vampire, he was doing a very poor job of it. Aside from being pale, there hadn’t been one mention of blood.

Aylin glanced around the classroom, looking a little lost. “I don’t understand,” she said as she wrung her pretty purple hands. “What should I do?”

“What can you do?” I asked honestly.

She looked me up and down, hesitating a moment before hovering in the air just a few inches above the floor. 

“A flier!” I chuckled in absolute delight. “Amazing.”

She ducked her head, a dark blush coloring her cheeks again. “Oh, it’s not that impressive.” 

“I beg to differ,” I said as I smiled at her again. “Can you do other things?”

“Our skin is resistant to basic damage,” she said. “Not… not invulnerability, as you say, but tougher than a human’s. I believe I am stronger as well as possessing better reflexes. If I concentrate, I can direct the power in me towards other things, but it takes a great deal of effort.”

“Sounds like we tread similar waters, Aylin,” I noted sagely.

“Oh?”

With a quiet sigh, I let my power take me again. The rush was more controlled this time, though I still felt it surge up and down my spine as it flowed into my body, enhancing every part of me. Aylin gasped as I did it, her glowing white eyes wide with wonder. 

“Your glow is much brighter now!” she practically cheered.

“Is it?” I looked down at my hands, but there was nothing there as far as I could tell. “You definitely see my power. That’s incredible.”

“Beautiful,” she whispered as she squinted at some aura blind to all of us. She looked like she was staring at the sun. “I can’t see an end to it.”

“There isn’t one,” I said proudly as I planted my hands on my hips. I floated in the air across from Aylin and considered the statement again, and amended, “Well… as far as I know, anyway. It only lasts for ten minutes at a time, then I have to recharge. The possibilities while powered seem to be pretty much endless though.”

“Show me,” Aylin asked eagerly.

I did. I focused it through my eyes, and red hot vision focused into a beam that I stopped with my hand. “I can manipulate my breath as well. And once, in training, I pulled a whole row of parked tractor trailers.” 

At her blank look, I explained, “Uh, that’s a lot of weight and friction. I’ve also taken a lot of beating to my skin in this form, and I’m not sure where the exact limits lie. I can redirect the power into raw force, too. It’s pretty explosive, so we shouldn’t test it in the classroom.”

“But it only lasts for ten minutes at a time?”

I nodded. “Yours is permanent?”

“Indeed, Starlight.”

There was concern in her tone, but I shrugged it off and smiled at the attention. “Don’t worry, Aylin. I may be mortal most of the time, but I’ve trained hard to make up for it.”

“You burn hot, Nick Gateon.” Her feet finally touched the ground. She reached for my hands, and we held them as I landed down before her. “It is quite fascinating.”

I gave her a playful grin, entirely pleased that the violet princess enjoyed my company. “I’m fascinating, eh?”

“Oh, yes,” she said. It was so matter-of-fact that I blinked back at her. “I am quite taken with you.”

Andie slid up from behind us and wrapped an arm around my shoulder. 

“I told you you’re cute,” she said. “The whole dorm agrees. It’s madness.”

“I can’t help it if I’m charming,” I said.

“Did I say I had a problem with it?” She pecked me on the cheek and then whispered in my ear. “I wonder what her tits look like.”

I snorted and playfully shoved Andie back. She laughed, kissed me on the cheek again, then addressed Aylin with a smile. “Would you like to join us for a walk into town tomorrow? You should see more of the city, get yourself orientated.”

“I would love this, Andrea Baker!” the alien princess practically shouted out.

“Back to using full names, I see.” Andie chuckled and jabbed a thumb back towards Kara and Eric. “I’ll go check on those two. You guys experiment in the air. I like the show.”

I took Aylin’s hands in mine, and we floated up towards the ceiling again. Holding eye-contact, I said, “I’ve never met an alien princess before.”

She chuckled and ducked her head. Black hair fell into her eyes. “I’ve never met a human man before.”

“Do I meet up to your standards?” I flashed her a grin.

“More than.” She smiled. “I am grateful to have such good friends upon landing here. Thank you for showing me your world and having such patience.”

I smiled back and shrugged off the attention with humility. “I do what I can. I know what it’s like to be displaced. No one should be alone when that happens.”

I don’t know what she saw in my eyes, but she agreed with them. Some body language was universal, it seemed. She leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek just like Andie had done. 

“I thank you, Nick Gateon,” she said softly. “I would very much like to not be alone.”

“Then you’ll have us,” I told her with confidence. “All of us. We’re friends, now.”

“‘Friends,’” she quoted as if she were testing out the word. “I like this. That is agreeable to me.”
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Chapter 12 - Aylin
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When I was very young and lived on a planet far, far away, my father brought me to our observatory and pointed up at the stars. They were infinite and spread from one horizon to the other. I loved them. They were gateways to other worlds, other dreams. Other people.

“All that you see will be yours someday,” he said. 

He was a very loving man who wanted the best for his daughter, and on New Sahana, he had the power to grant it. I believed him when he said that the stars were mine. I thought he was the greatest being in the whole universe. I thought, as his daughter, it was my right.

When all was taken from me, I realized that I had been a privileged fool who knew no better. My perceived birthright was built on the broken backs of so many other people, and I no longer wanted it. Before I had come here to Alexandria, to greet the humans who now claimed friendship with me, I lived in squalor for years, trying to hide from the thing that had once defined me. 

It was strange to be greeted with respect again. Stranger still to be referred to as a princess. Eric Meyers knew no better because I did not tell him. He did not need to know. 

Bright and excitable like any other child, he dragged me to the roof to look up at all the stars. 

“I want to know which one is yours,” he said as he bounced on his heels. 

Starlight followed behind him like a quiet, comforting shadow. While Eric Meyers set up a telescope he’d found, Starlight spread a blanket out for the two of us. He patted the ground next to him, his smile soft and warm. I sat beside him after a moment of hesitation and tried not to sink into those entrancing brown eyes. Other men had looked upon me and begged for attention in the past, and I had granted none of them their desires… in as much as I ever could refuse.

Starlight was… very different. He had clearly noticed me but did not draw attention to his lust. He was… strangely respectful. I had witnessed his recent attention to the other girls and noted that his entire world revolved around them whenever they were alone. I believe the human word was ‘romantic.’ He granted them the attention they deserved and thought very little of his own needs in kind.

I had never met a man like him before, and my interest was piqued. My eyes drifted down to his lips, and I wondered, not for the first time, what they tasted like.

Starlight lifted a brow at me as he noticed my gaze. “Is something wrong?”

I blushed and looked away, glancing toward Eric instead. 

“No,” I whispered. “Sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

“It’s… it’s nothing,” I said, strangely embarrassed. 

It was difficult to describe the glow that surrounded Nick Gateon. It did not light up the physical world, but I could see into its source, and it was an endless burning core that fueled him even as he struggled to keep it at bay. The others claimed that he could only ‘power up’ for ten minutes at a time, but I could see the truth of it by simply looking deep into his nature. If he wasn’t careful, it was going to burn him up someday. 

“Aha! Got it!”

Eric Meyers bounced in excitement, and his whole body sparkled with little bolts of electricity. He accidentally jolted the telescope and then cursed softly, double checking for damage. He was a very kind soul who was obsessed with far too many amusements… not that I minded, of course. I understood the value of distraction.

Starlight lifted a brow, not so easily impressed. “What’s it looking at?”

“Mars!” Eric Meyers beamed. “My favorite.”

“I thought Pluto was your favorite,” Starlight shot back. They argued like brothers, and I smiled softly as I watched the two of them.

“Well, duh, but technically Pluto isn’t a planet.”

“It’s a dwarf planet,” Starlight insisted. “That still counts.”

“Does not.”

“Does too!”

“Jesus, Nick,” Eric Meyers said with a laugh. “It surprises me that you care this much.”

Starlight crossed his arms and tried to appear upset, but the curl of his lips gave him away. “Of course I care,” he insisted. “Pluto has feelings too, you know.”

“It’s a planet.” Eric Meyers laughed. “It’s not feeling anything.”

“How would you know?”

“Because it’s a rock, and rocks don’t have feelings!”

Starlight pretended to look hurt again. “Say that to Jack,” he scoffed, “I’m sure he’d disagree!”

Eric Meyers’s laughter grew more intense, and tears of mirth filled his eyes. “That’s your go-to? Jack doesn’t have much going on in his brain beyond point a to point b, and even that’s probably difficult for him.”

“And for a guy made out of bricks, he’s pretty protective of Matt’s crew! Trust me, I’ve had to dodge his swings more than once.”

“That’s because he’s a moron,” Eric Meyers pointed out.

“Alright,” Starlight admitted, after a moment of consideration. “That’s fair.”

I giggled, and they both turned to look at me. This made me falter and blush instead. “I have not yet interacted with this Jack creature, but there are sentient beings made of stone on my homeworld. They are ancient. We call them Tepeu.”

“They’re another sentient race?” Eric Meyers’s eyes were wide, fathomless pools. He had a lust for knowledge like no other I’d ever met. “Like yours?”

“And yours,” I nodded. “They have kept to themselves for a long time, but there are many legends about them.”

Just as Eric Meyers seemed eager to ask more, Starlight rose from the blanket and gestured up at the stars. “Do you know which one is yours?”

I studied the sky carefully. The constellations were unknown to me, and it was difficult to navigate them. I looked into the great splash of the Milky Way and gestured at it. 

“We are located much deeper in the galaxy than you are.”

“Wow,” Starlight muttered. “I thought you’d come from somewhere nearby, like around the solar system. You can travel the galaxy that fast?”

“Not without dangers.” I shook my head. “Our space travel technology is based on yours. We did not have the means until Delacruz found our people and shared her knowledge with us. She used a method that captures wormholes. The nature of space is very… capricious, and sometimes ships are lost in the effort.”

Starlight’s brow lifted, and it was clear he was both concerned and impressed. “So it was a risk in more than one way to get you here?”

“When I left New Sahana, I knew that I was never coming back.”

“Don’t you…?” Starlight hesitated. “Don’t you miss it?”

“Sometimes,” I whispered.

“Yeah,” he nodded back, “I think I understand.”

Eric Meyers frowned at that. He gestured upward towards the heavens. “I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to bring on bad memories. I should have—”

“Nonsense,” I interrupted. “I enjoy the company. It has been a very pleasant night.”

“Well, I can show you some of our constellations if you like,” Eric Meyers offered. “I know a few.”

“As do I,” Starlight smiled. He sat down on the blanket next to me again, and Eric Meyers joined on my other side. 

“That would be lovely,” I whispered, enjoying their warmth.

They both took turns showing me the stars for hours. It was early into the next morning before any of us slept, and when I finally joined them, I had pleasant dreams.
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Chapter 13
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The sun was bright and happy in the sky as I flopped backward into the sand and glanced up at all the clouds overhead. The beach grounds extended the entire length of the bay, but the prime real estate hugged the fairgrounds that lay on the coast. It was littered with ice cream stands and little bars where people ordered drinks with tiny umbrellas in them. Just past noon, the sand was decorated in colorful people of all shapes and sizes taking advantage of the sun to splash in the water or idle on towels. 

Though I loved the water, I had no intention of swimming today. I wore my usual clothes which naturally caused both Andie and Kara to scoff at me in disappointment. By contrast, Eric wore bright yellow trunks, his smile as bright and beaming as the swimwear. 

Kara wore a pretty red one-piece that matched the hue of her hair. It had little black laces that trailed up her spine, and when she caught me admiring the view, she blushed a little and hid behind one of the many little gadgets that she constantly worked on. 

Aylin had brought another long black dress similar to the one she’d arrived in a few days ago. She preferred to fly, and the lacy ends trailed down from where she hovered over the water. 

Andie was wearing a pretty rainbow-splash bikini that left very little to the imagination. I tried not to stare at her breasts from where she laid down on my left. I was only partially successful, and when she noticed, she simply grinned at me as if entirely pleased with herself. 

She pointed at a cloud a little lower on the horizon. “That looks like an eagle.”

I chuckled and glanced at it. It looked like a bird in flight, soaring high in the skies where it lived. “Not a bird? An eagle is pretty specific.”

“I like eagles,” she sighed happily, “and vultures.”

I imagined the awkward long-necked variety from Saturday morning cartoons and lifted a brow at that. “Vultures? That’s an odd choice.”

“There was a whole flock of turkey vultures that lived in a big oak tree by our apartment building.” Andie shrugged. “They looked like massive ravens from a distance. Caused a huge ruckus every time someone passed the tree, but I have a whole collection of black feathers from underneath it.”

“Are they still there?”

“Probably.” She smiled. “You can hear the chicks crying for food each spring. Once, they built a nest in view of my bedroom window, and I watched one grow up from an egg.”

“That actually sounds pretty amazing,” I agreed thoughtfully.

“It was,” Andie confirmed. She pointed at another cloud. This one looked vaguely like a heart. “That one reminds me of you.”

I rolled my eyes, but secretly, I was just a little bit more in love. “You’re such a romantic,” I accused. “You paint, you fight, you’re loyal, and you’re a hell of a kisser.”

She laughed, the sound musical to my ears. Her happiness was a warmth even the sun couldn’t compete with. 

“It’s true.” She sighed, pretending to be put upon. “I’m quite the catch. Honestly, I should charge you by the hour.”

“I may have a dad who owns an island and dominates half the world’s economy,” I shrugged helplessly, “but I’m broke. Can I take it on credit?”

“I dunno.” Andie sat up on her elbow and looked me up and down with a hungry gaze. “What’s your score?”

I pretended to consider this while I looked over the clouds some more. I found another that looked a little like a dog. I’d always wanted a dog. A big, fluffy, happy dope of a dog. 

“Good enough that you’ll take me anyway, I hope,” I quipped back. “I don’t have a backup plan here.”

“I’m sure we can arrange something.” She grinned and kissed me on the nose.

Somewhere off to my right, I heard Eric snicker. “The two of you are adorable.” He grinned. Kara smacked him gently on the shoulder, but both were smiling. “Get a room before I start snapping pictures.”

“Take all the pictures you want,” I said as I tossed a lazy finger at him. “We’re pretty photogenic.”

Andie bobbed her head in agreement. “Hell yeah, we are! Give me that phone, I want a snapshot!”

Andie dove straight for Eric, who playfully wrestled back to resist the theft of his phone. I sat up again and dusted the sand out of my hair while I listened to them giggle like kids half their age.

Andie hooted in victory, phone in hand. She started snapping frantic pictures, and Eric clawed after her with a mock battle cry. She darted out of the way, and then the two took off, chasing each other a bit farther down the beach.

“What a pair of doofuses.” I chuckled. I stood and spotted Kara not too far away, her focus buried in some device that she kept molding in her hands using her abilities. 

I walked over and nudged her gently on the shoulder. “You’re not supposed to be working. This is play time, remember?”

Kara gave me a quick glance, her expression dry. “This is what I do for play, Nick.”

“You need some help learning what play actually means,” I pointed out as I nudged her a bit more insistently. When she glared up at me, I gestured toward a nearby volleyball net. It had been strung up by some teenagers earlier and abandoned in favor of the snow cone stand. “C’mon, Kara. Let’s play a game or three. Aylin’s never experienced volleyball before.”

A squeal further down the beach told me that Eric had won back his phone. Andie was tossed into the sand with a petulant jut of her lower lip, and he reached down to help her up with an apologetic glance. A moment later, Eric flew through the air and landed flat on his back on the sand.

“Behold!” Andie cried as she put one foot on his chest and flexed her arms. “I am the queen of the entire beach.” Then she began a slow three count while holding up her fingers.

Kara’s tone was not nearly so enthusiastic, but she wore a smile, nonetheless. “I appreciate the offer, but there are five of us, Nick.”

“Good. Eric can referee.”

She laughed at that and glanced toward the two dorks still wrestling for dominance. Eric had escaped and was now chasing Andie back toward us. “What if he wants to play?”

“Too bad,” I chuckled, and shook my head. “I want to play a game with my girls. He’ll just have to wait his turn.”

Kara lifted a brow at that and stood up. She brushed the sand away and tossed the device onto one of our towels. 

“Your girls, huh?” The hand on her hip told me pretty clear how she felt about this particular development.

“Yup!” I grinned in answer, utterly shameless about it. “Mine, all mine.”

“I think you’re a bit unclear on the details, Nick.” She looked me up and down, her lips quirked with quiet amusement. The sun overhead reflected her hair in a vibrant shade of bright ruby, and I gawked a little when she tossed her locks with a shake of her head. The view was stunning. She noted the way I stared, and then her little smile grew heated. 

“Oh?” I asked with a grin.

She slowly closed the distance between us until her curves rested against my side. Like moths to the moon, I felt myself tumbling into her pale blue eyes. She took my hand and pulled us both towards the volleyball net. 

“You’re cute when you’re being possessive,” she whispered, “but I didn’t sign a contract just yet.”

Before I could respond to that, she gestured Andie and Eric to come along, and then pulled Aylin’s attention with a whistle. 

“How about a friendly game?” Kara asked as she gestured to the volleyball in the sand. It was lying abandoned underneath the net. “Eric, can you referee?”

“Powered volleyball?” Andie bounced on her heels like an excited puppy. “Hell yes!”

“Yeah, I’ll ref!” Eric said as he snatched the ball and tossed it playfully up into the air. “No funny business!” He gave us all a stern look.

“Aylin, would you like to be my team?” Kara asked, and when the princess nodded, she grabbed Aylin’s wrist and took her over to one side of the court. “Nick, you and Andie get first serve.”

“Aye, aye, Ms. Johnson.” I saluted her while standing straight at attention. 

Aylin bit her lip, folding her hands anxiously in front of her. When Kara and Andie gestured for her to speak her mind, she sighed, and said, “I do not understand, Kara Johnson. What is… volleyball?”

Kara gently led Aylin to her side and explained the rules. Aylin’s eyes were wide and tentative. First, she was worried that she’d break the ball, then she worried that she couldn’t throw properly. She was so used to flying at all times, she claimed it was a struggle to even stay grounded.

“Well, then, it’s a powered match,” Andie announced. She smiled in reassurance to Aylin, who still looked worried. “It’s just a friendly game, sweetie. It’ll be fun, you’ll see.”

“I shall try,” Aylin said though she clearly still had her doubts. 

Kara met that little slice of bravery with a gentle clap on Aylin’s back. “Alright. You and Andie can use your abilities, but since I don’t feel like inventing something to cheat at volleyball, Nick is staying a mere mortal for this one.”

That was news to me. “Wait, I am?”

“Yup.” She wagged her finger at me like I was tempted to cheat, anyway. “No powers, bucko.”

“You say that like I can’t keep up.” I laughed, happy for the challenge. I’d long learned to conserve my abilities and hadn’t intended to use them for this. “I hope you’re ready, though. I’m gonna kick your cute ass, regardless.”

Kara’s blush was very apparent, but she laughed all the same. She tossed her brilliant red hair behind her and gave me an arrogant scoff. “Not before I kick yours, Nick! We’ll have to work on your attitude.”

The first serve was Andie’s. Holding the ball steady, she spun her fist around like a helicopter blade to tease us, winding up a ridiculous shot with her rubbery arm. “You’re gonna have to go long, Aylin!”

Aylin nodded with an edge to her expression, apparently taking the game far too seriously. I wondered what games were like on her homeworld. Did they even have games? What did pretty purple glowing alien people do for fun? They could fly. Maybe their sports involved it?

I was so distracted with this line of thought I completely missed Andie finally serve the ball.

“Andie, please,” Kara cried as the ball went flying over the net and down the beach a pretty distance. 

“Do not worry! I shall get it.” Aylin took off in a blur of purple and caught the ball instead of throwing it back.

“That’s a catch,” Eric called through cupped hands. He gestured at Andie again. “Toss it back to her, she’s on serve again!” 

Aylin did so with a grimace, but Kara’s smile was warm when Aylin joined her again. “It’s alright, you’ll get the hang of it.”

“I am sorry to let you down, Kara Johnson.”

“Just Kara, remember? And seriously, don’t worry about it.”

“Gonna go long again!” Andie grinned from ear to ear. “Be ready!”

She threw the ball a bit faster this time, and again, Aylin chased it in flight. Instead of catching the ball, she knocked it back with a perfect bump. It went my way, and as I moved toward it, I couldn’t resist taunting Kara. 

“You ready to lose yet?” I asked as I hit it bumped back over the net towards Kara with a grin. 

“Not on your life, Nick!”

It was like we were five again. Though Kara did love her dolls, she loved her roleplay too, and often we ended up wrestling around in the woods behind our houses with all the innocence of children. Life was an endless competition between us. If she received something fancy from her parents, I wanted something too. If she won a game between us, I had to win the next one to retain my honor as a boy. It never really occurred to me that Kara was a bit more aggressive than the other girls I’d meet later in life. She was just as competitive as I was, and it brought a smile to know that her edge hadn’t died in her over the years.

Kara had to dive for the ball, but she bumped it back over the net all the same. It veered toward Andie, who didn’t even bother to move and merely stretched her fists out to catch the ball and bounce it toward Aylin pretty aggressively. 

“That’s not even fair,” Kara scoffed. “You don’t even have to move!”

Andie beamed from ear to ear. “I am pretty amazing, aren’t I?”

“It’s allowed,” Eric reminded us all, from his position left of the net. “Powers are okay, remember?”

Aylin just barely managed to bump Andie’s ball back over the net, and she hovered an inch over the ground with a nervous expression. Again, Andie didn’t move and instead stretched her fists out to toss the ball. It headed toward Kara, who dove again to catch it and send it flying back my way. I didn’t even have to stop it, Andie stretched her limbs out around me and cackled like a maniac.

There was a lot of grumbling about Andie cheating and carrying me through the match, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t enthralled. I didn’t hide the hungry glances I cast back at her curvy body and the long blonde hair that flew this way and that as she worked her magic. Andie drank in all the attention and began to show off, twisting and contorting her body far more than necessary just to keep the ball going. Eventually, I stopped trying to play at all and just watched Andie work with my arms crossed. 

“This is amazing.” I laughed. “You’re a goddess.”

“Wait ‘til you see what else I can stretch,” Andie shouted and bumped the ball back yet again with a stretch and twist of her arms. “I’ve still got some surprises left.”

Kara and Aylin didn’t appreciate the bluster and kept throwing the ball back more and more aggressively, but Andie hardly noticed them getting more difficult. The match went on for about ten minutes before Eric laughed and called a time out.

He gestured towards Andie. “Alright, alright, Queen Volleyball over here has an unfair advantage.”

“That’s what I said,” Kara snorted, though she chuckled in good nature. “You stretchy babe. You knew this would happen.”

“Thank you, thank you.” Andie laughed and bowed low. The ball fell at her feet. “I’ll take any donations to fund my throne. It will be installed right here on this spot at my earliest convenience.”

“Yeah, I’ll get right on that.” I laughed, clapping a little. 

Aylin laughed too, and I was glad to know the tension had finally eased a little. “I greatly enjoyed that match. Perhaps next time I will best you, Andrea Baker.”

“It’s just Andie. And you’re on, missy.” 

Eric wanted his fill, and round two was between Andie, Kara, Eric, and Aylin. Kara demanded Andie be on her side, and true enough, Andie once again dominated the match. 

“How about this! My supersonic super powerful volleyball blast!” Eric cried when he finally got to serve the ball. He held it high, and as he did, sparks began to leap from its surface. Then he leapt high into the air and blasted it through the air with a bolt of electricity that left the smell of ozone sizzling in the air.

“You’re about as subtle as a freight train, buddy,” Andie said as the ball slammed into the sand at her feet with so much force it turned the sand into glass. “But if you think that will work a second time, you’re wrong.” She glanced at Kara and held out her hands. “Glove me, sweetcheeks.”

“On it!” Kara cried, and a split second later, Andie’s hands were clad in what looked like skintight black leather. 

“Let’s try this again, Eric!” Andie clapped her hands together and grinned maniacally.

“Oh, you’re on!” Eric’s face twisted in determination as he grabbed the ball and sent power coursing through it. Lightning began to arc off it as he charged it with electricity. “Can you handle the heat? Because here it comes!”

“Bring it, Sparkles!” Andie replied before curling her fingers toward herself. 

“Oh, it’ll get brought!” Eric cried as he flung it in the air and smashed it toward her like a sparking comet. “Ka-Chow!”

Andie took a quick step back, made a fist, and then smashed the ball as hard as she could, causing an explosion of sparks a moment before the ball shot back over the net.

“I’ll get it,” Aylin called, and as she went for the ball, I realized she had no idea what was going to happen when she touched it.

“Wait, Aylin! No—” Eric called, and as he turned toward her, I dove toward the alien princess, tackling her out of the way a split second before she’d have hit the ball.

It was a good thing too because a second later the ball smashed into the ground and melted the sand around it into slag for three feet in every direction.

I lay there on top of Aylin as she stared open-mouthed at the smoking crater before turning her eyes to me. 

“Y-you saved me,” she squeaked and swallowed hard. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I replied as I tried to ignore how good her body felt underneath mine, “but it wasn’t a big deal.”

“I think it is.” Aylin stared at me carefully as I helped her to her feet. “I shall do my best to make it up to you.” 

“Holy shit, Sparkles,” Andie said as she scampered over to us. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

“I, well, er… thanks?” he said as he flushed red. “I guess I overdid it.”

“Nonsense,” Aylin said as she glanced at him. “It is I who was unprepared.” She nodded once. “Next time I will be a much better teammate. This I vow.”

“Well, that is gonna have to wait,” Kara said as she came over and clapped them both on the shoulder. “Because I think we should call it for now and have some snacks.”

“Yay, snacks!” Andie said, and when she looked to me, I smirked.

“Snacks do sound good.” 

Kara and I sat on towels and watched the tides roll in again while Andie and Eric took Aylin over to the snow cone stand to pick out sugary treats for all of us.

“The beach was a good choice,” Kara said as she sat down beside me with a happy little sigh and smiled at me. “It’s peaceful here.”

I rested my arms on my knees and nodded to her. “I’ve always liked it here, to be honest.” 

“Isn’t this where you landed?” she asked, though, with her brilliant mind, it was no doubt just for confirmation. “When you escaped your father’s island?”

I nodded instead of speaking and glanced out toward it. The island was a dark mark on Alexandria’s horizon, its details too hazy to make out properly from this far away. Created by another hero back when my dad was still considered one, the island had been used in defense of Alexandria in the years leading up to his fall. He’d built a massive tower there within the bowels of the volcano and used his fire-based abilities to protect it from harm. It used to be called Inferno Island in reverence to the hero who safeguarded the world. Now it was spoken in fear of the villain who hid there, planned his devastation, and ruled his empire with an iron fist. 

“I… I hate admitting this,” I said as I pulled my gaze away, “but sometimes, I miss it. My life there wasn’t all rainbows and sunshine, but he never hurt me. Just everyone around me.”

Kara’s eyes were soft and still somehow stubborn all the same. She shook her head and tsked a little with her tongue. “That’s still hurting you, Nick.”

“Is it?”

“Yes,” she said, rather bluntly. “It’s because of him that you struggle to live a normal life. You shouldn’t have to hide in a world where the name Gateon inspires people like Matt into a rage. Matt’s a dick, but he wasn’t always one. He used to idolize you. If it weren’t for this, you two would probably be pretty close.”

The reminder of Matt made me sigh, and I settled back on my palms. I glanced up at the sky again and found a cloud that looked a bit like a wolf. Or a dog? 

“When I was thirteen, I told him I wanted a dog for my birthday,” I mused. “He gave me a killer canine unit. Had these laser eyes, could breathe fire, the works.”

“Did it hurt anyone?” Kara’s question was soft and hesitant. 

“Tried to.” I shrugged. “A bully. I’ve always had those. I destroyed the unit before it could, then lied to my dad and told him the dog went rogue and ran off a cliff.”

She snorted and shook her head. “He actually believed that?”

“Yup.” I smiled a bit at the thought. “That’s the thing. He knew I wanted a dog and tried to provide. When I destroyed it and gave him such a poor lie as an excuse, he believed me because he didn’t settle well with the idea that I wasn’t happy with his gift. He’s always… despite our differences, he’s always believed the best in me. So…” 

I gestured vaguely in the direction of the island and sighed. I wasn’t sure how to put it into words, nor if I should in the first place. Kara hadn’t said a lot about what had happened to her in the years we’d been separated, but I sensed she was a lot less forgiving about Inferno than Andie was.

Kara waited patiently for me to continue, so I shrugged helplessly. 

“Andie claims it’s alright if I still care about him. I’m trying to follow her line of thinking, but it’s difficult. I can’t help feeling guilty.”

“You’re… I mean…” Kara hesitated as she tried to formulate the best response. Her hands twisted into her lap. “You’ve been put into a difficult position. You and your dad have an okay relationship, but he’s also the guy who’s dominated the world, taken cities by force, and killed countless people in the last few decades while he consolidated his power… but I kind of get it.” 

She smiled a bit. “Me, I hear the name Inferno, and I have to justify the memory of a man who used to dress up as the Easter bunny and dad-dance around his front yard with that new image.”

I snorted at the memory and shook my head. “He’s still like that, you know. Just… less innocent.”

We fell into a moment of silence. I began to play the sand at either side of me and made swirling patterns that reminded me of Aylin’s glowing features. I was so focused on the lines that I didn’t notice her approach us as she gently glided in the air with a conflicted expression. She twisted her purple hands and glanced between Kara and me before settling down in the sand to join us.

“I am sorry, Kara Johnson and Starlight. I did not intend to overhear, but my hearing is—”

“It’s alright,” I reassured her with a smile. “You’re part of the team, now. We don’t really have any secrets.”

Aylin’s shoulders sank slightly with relief, and her black hair fell before her glowing white eyes. My eyes traced the glowing patterns that curled along her neck and then sank below her shirt to no doubt wrap around her body. After realizing I was staring again, I forced my gaze back down to the sand. I erased the pattern I’d drawn with a rake of my fingers and wrote ‘ERIC SMELLS’ instead.

Kara snorted when she saw it and reached over to erase that too.

“I-I… I do not know how to explain just yet,” Aylin said as she kept wringing her hands again. “But this strife between you and your father is very much like the problem I’d left back home. Your words inspire me. I… I wonder if perhaps your Andie is correct in her thinking. It is… okay to care for someone who is not a good person?”

I shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable again. 

“I want it to be,” I confessed, “but I also don’t think good and evil are so easily defined. To me, my dad is… sick. He needs care. A therapist, maybe some medication… a program, something.”

“You want to help him?” Aylin lifted a brow at the thought, and she glanced towards the island again. 

“It’s called rehabilitation,” I said. “Heroes arrest, villains hurt. I want to be a good hero, and that means considering that maybe not every villain requires a firm hand. Sometimes… sometimes it’s just a matter of fixing what was broken, you know?”

“In my culture, we do not… rehabilitate,” she almost whispered. “I… I wish we did. That sounds like a wonderful concept.”

Kara, like me, was confused at the notion. “What do you do with your criminals, then?”

“We had machines that could rewrite a personality,” Aylin said with a wince. “If someone were performing poorly, we would… fix them by…”

Kara was disgusted. “Sanctioned mindfuckery? That sounds awful.”

Aylin nodded with a look of shame. “It was quite controversial, though it did benefit our crime rate. But there was a war when I was young, and… and all the machines were destroyed, the methods to make them taken. We still do not agree with the notion of extended imprisonment as a culture, and so many repeat criminals are now sentenced to death or slavery.”

“So, what, someone robs a bank, and…?” I slit my finger across my throat to signify an execution.

“No,” Aylin shook her head. “On the first occurrence, the criminal, if found guilty, is generally enslaved over an extended period determined by the nature of the crime. Their rights and privileges are removed, and they are forced to serve within our government as—”

“Fodder.” Kara frowned. “You have slaves that you use as fodder.”

“Yes.” Aylin nodded, looking very uncomfortable.

“But you said your culture doesn’t approve of imprisonment,” I pointed out, raking my fingers in the sand again. “How did you jump from that to slavery? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Imprisonment is costly,” Aylin explained, “and the criminals within them are idle. By enslaving them instead, they are forced to work and produce resources for society. They have also become a part of our economy in recent years… my planet is very beautiful, but it hides a lot of sorrow. I was very vocal about the problems of our justice system before coming here. My… opposition, they did not approve. I fled to escape enslavement myself.”

“I see.” I frowned. “I’m sorry. That’s a long way to run from home, and you didn’t even come here willingly.”

“Your people have been very kind to grant me safe harbor.” She smiled. It was a hesitant little thing, but a smile nonetheless. “Anyway, I… I wish you luck in your endeavor to help your father, Starlight. If you can succeed, it may prove beneficial to my own people. I wish to take my world back, someday… and perhaps save those who have been wronged. I could design a better system to protect them, perhaps focus on the idea of rehabilitation.”

“Not everyone can be rehabilitated,” Kara said seriously, “but many can and should be given the chance. I like that you’re willing to keep an open mind… not many would even consider it.”

Before Aylin could answer, a scream tore out a bit further down the beach. My heart jumped in my throat when I thought about Andie, but she was safe with Eric by the snow cone stand. Clouds darkened in the sky, and the sea rolled in with growing agitation as the winds picked up all around us. 

Up in the sky, a woman dressed in Inferno’s black and red burst through the clouds, the symbol of a fist wrapped in flames on her chest. She had menacing spikes on her shoulders and wore a long black cape that billowed and flapped in the growing storm. The clouds overhead gathered and swirled around her. Her long red hair whipped about her pale face as a lightning bolt cracked to her left top strike the beach below. People began to flee in terror, and they knocked over stands and beach furniture in their desperation to get out of the way.

She held out some sort of device in her hand, and a huge holographic image of my father’s face flickered to life right in front of her. It moved, then laughed, and I quickly realized the feed was live. More screams answered the sight of him, but Dad ignored them as he looked down at me with a proud grin. 

“Hey, Junior! Enjoying the beach?”
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“Wait, Dad? What the—” I cut myself off, at a complete and utter loss. “What’s going on?”

I was surprised to see that my father picked up my audio from so far below him because he beamed down at me with utter joy glistening in his big brown eyes. He hadn’t changed much since I had last spoken to him. Like me, he had dark eyes and hair and wore a surprisingly soft expression for someone who dominated most of the globe. 

“Well, since you’re doing so good at Valcav, I thought my dear Fulgurite and I would give you a little test run! See how well you’re doing, you know!” Lord Inferno gestured vaguely with a hand like he was offering math advice instead of an act of terrorism. “She’ll be the villain tonight, and you’ll be the hero! It’ll be fun!”

My heart sank into my stomach, and I felt sick. I shook my head. “Dad, stop, this is a horrible idea—”

“Ah, you’re right!” He chuckled like he’d forgotten the milk on the way back from the store. “To properly give you incentive, she should focus on killing some of the bystanders. Fulgurite, you know what to do!”

“Dad! Stop it!”

“Ta ta for now. Have fun!” His fingers wiggled a farewell to me, and then the feed cut out completely. I immediately let my power flow through me, and I sucked in a breath at the feeling of it rushing up my spine and all throughout my body. Andie and Eric joined us, glancing between me, the villain, and the chaos on the beach.

“This is bad, Nick,” Andie said as she pulled at my arm. She wasn’t happy that I’d powered up and knew that look in my eyes meant that I was going to fight her. “Fulgurite is one of your father’s top lieutenants! She’s way, way out of our league, we need to go!”

“If we don’t do something, she’s going to tear the beach apart,” I said firmly. “You heard him, he’s ordering her to attack innocents.” Kara pointed at all the people trapped between her and safety as if to back up my statement. 

Meanwhile, Fulgurite floated between the main exit and the rest of the beach, likely to send a message of fear to all the citizens below. Or maybe it was a message to me because when she looked at me, the villainess stared me dead in the eye while summoning another bolt of lightning that struck right in the middle of the panicked crowd. Screams answered her, and I cursed softly. The wind picked up quite a bit, and debris began flying about the beach while innocent people were caught in the crossfire.

“There’s a lot of civilians here,” Kara said as she pulled out a device from her pocket. She handed it to me. It looked a little like a cellphone, but when I pressed the button on it, it turned into a small force shield generated by some inner battery. It was about the size of a buckler and fit securely around my wrist with a strap.

“I know you’re gonna try to fight her, so use that,” Kara urged. “It’ll hold off a fair amount of damage. You can turn it into a heat ray with the second button, but the shield will go on recharge then, so be careful.”

I grinned and thanked Kara with a thumbs up. The expression faltered when the wind picked up even further, and rain started to pelt the ground in thick drops. Thunder rolled through the clouds which swirled over Fulgurite like a building hurricane. 

The civilians caught below cried out and fled back toward the buildings for cover. I doubted the storm would stay very docile for much longer and pointed upward at Fulgurite with a grimace. 

“Let’s take her out of the sky, at least,” I said firmly. “This is going to get ugly. Be careful of the civilians, they’re still in danger. If we get her to move, we’ll save their lives.”

Andie’s long blonde hair whipped around like a wild beast. She struggled to keep it under control with a hand. 

“Nick,” she warned, “we can’t take her. Not yet. We’re barely trained, and she’s—”

“I’m not going to fight her, I just want to stall her until the others get here.” I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be careful.”

“Nick—”

“It’s going to be alright, Andie.”

With a glance at Eric who was already sparking with little lightning bolts running up and down his arms, I gestured Aylin to follow. 

I took off like a rocket toward Fulgurite, fist extended outward to connect with her face. Aylin was much slower to follow, her top flight speed clearly much lower than mine, but her eyes glowed with white-hot energy as she focused on the woman’s chest. Aylin’s eyes released twin beams of light just before I connected, and it was enough distraction that Fulgurite didn’t dodge my punch. The impact sent her smashing into the sand below.

For a moment, I thought the strike might have stunned her enough to keep her down… but then she rose up back to her feet and laughed like a lunatic. Her body flickered with a strange red energy field. 

“I’m glad to know you share his strength,” Fulgurite cooed up at me and then ran a slow hand all along the curves of her body. She looked at me like she wanted a lot more than just a battle on the beach. “He’s been very proud of you. We’ve all been very, very proud.”

Rumor was that Fulgurite had slept her way to the top of Inferno’s empire, but that had nothing to do with her skill as a fighter. Rising to power shortly after I left the island, she was insane and eager to please her ‘master’ in any way that she could. Inferno had many, many sycophants, but Fulgurite was likely one of the few to fall in love with him. It was disturbing on multiple levels, to be honest.

I wasn’t in the mood for conversation with a supervillain and rocketed back toward the ground to punch her again. This time, the storm picked up around her to hurricane-force winds that threw me backward, right into a lightning bolt that struck me square in the chest. My entire body jolted from the assault, and I shrieked in pain before I stumbled into the sand.

Fulgurite laughed again and planted her hands on her hips. The storm was a torrent now, and Aylin struggled to keep flight. 

“Your time at the Academy is serving you well,” the villain shouted over the roaring winds, “but you’d be far better trained if you just came home! He misses you!”

“I am home,” I spat and tried to kick her. She caught my leg and knocked me back into the sand again. I grunted in frustration.

“Are you, now?” Fulgurite’s gesture was grandiose when she spread her hand out toward the screaming people struggling to escape the storm. “I know your heart is soft, but these people don’t deserve your tenderness! They would not mourn the son of the great Inferno! Not like I would!”

Raw energy built in my palms, and I focused it into a beam to launch at her. The winds made it hard to aim, and the rain did my vision no favors, so Fulgurite easily dodged it, moving through the storm as easily as if it were a clear day. 

“Ah, but who cares?” she chided. “You’re a hero now, and you have a sworn duty! It would be such a shame if something happened to all these poor little people down there!”

She slashed at the air with her palm, and a huge burst of wind smashed along the beach, targeting civilians still huddled under the thin shelter of the drink stalls. 

My heart skipped several beats. At least a dozen innocent people were tossed up high into the air, and Andie caught them on the descent by stretching her body out like a trampoline. 

Fulgurite wasn’t content with this development and then summoned several lightning strikes down on both Andie and the civilians. 

“Oh no!” she teased, “Those poor innocent beach hippies! What a shocking state of affairs!” 

Andie was struck by a few of the lightning bolts and shrieked in pain as she reverted back to her normal state. Kara raced to her side to help her while Eric furiously pumped a fist into the air. A sharp bolt of lightning came down from the skies at his command and hit Fulgurite with a loud bang. She cried out and fell back down to the sand, crumpling to her knees. For a moment, it looked like she was stunned again.

But then she laughed, as before. “What’s this?” Her eyes grew wide and mocking. “It’s almost like… wait… I can absorb lightning? Wow, feed me again, that was delicious!”

She breathed in deep and took the energy of the bolt to feed her own power. The storm blew with the force of a hurricane, and the people still displaced on the beach went flying. Debris was everywhere, crashing onto everyone. Andie nearly got hit with a random pole while she struggled to recover from the lightning strike, and Aylin took a bucket to the face. She fell down into the sand and held her head in one hand. 

“Your father’s been keeping a close watch, and he’s quite impressed with your little band of misfits.” Fulgurite grinned as she pointed down at Andie. “That blonde one, she’s your girlfriend, right? Maybe I should do you a favor and rip her tongue out while I’m here. We can’t have your lovers speaking back to royalty. She looks spunky enough to try.”

“Keep your hands to yourself, or I’ll cut them off,” I snarled. I was back on my feet, though it was difficult to keep steady with the winds so strong against me. I might have had immense super strength, but I wasn’t any heavier than I normally was.

Fulgurite cooed in answer to my threat, running a hand along her body again. “Ooh, you talk dirty just like he does.”

Remembering Kara’s gadget, I pressed the button for the heat ray, and it hit the villainess dead on in the chest. At first, the red force field from before flickered in protest and tried to protect her from harm. However, Kara’s heat ray was stronger, and it pierced through the shield after a struggle. Fulgurite reeled backward with a shocked expression, a dark burn marring the cloth of her uniform where my father’s symbol used to be. 

I was glad to know I’d done some kind of damage because her lips were bloody when she rose to her feet once again. Around us, I felt the storm falter slightly, and the wind died down a notch. She wiped her lips with the back of her wrist and chuckled like I was an amusing puppy and not one of the best students at Valcav. 

“My lord really believes you’re going to join the cause,” she huffed. “I’d be careful not to let him down.”

“Stop it,” I shot back. “This isn’t about him. It has nothing to do with him!”

“Oh really? Why don’t you tell him that, then?” She hummed knowingly as she looked me up and down with an amused little smile on her face that I longed to punch off her. Then she held out her hand to reveal the same glowing cube from her initial entrance. 

An instant later, my father’s holographic face appeared above it just like earlier. For a moment, I almost couldn’t see his crazy. Instead, he smiled at me lovingly. 

“Junior, my boy! How is the battle going?” Lord Inferno cried in his over the top voice. “I have to say, I’m quite impressed with you. I always knew you’d beat my record.” His eyes sparkled with pride. “Is everything else going okay? I heard you had some troubles, and you know what I always say. ‘Nothing solves troubles like dipping someone in boiling hot magma!’ Do you need me to send you some magma—” 

His image suddenly vanished when Fulgurite was awkwardly frozen. With a furious expression, she sat down in the sand and stared off at some unknown target. Confused, I stepped backward again, wary that it was some kind of trick. I nearly jumped out of my skin when Triton rested a calm hand on my shoulder. 

He said from behind me, “Thank you for helping, Nick. It is time for you to go.”

“I can help,” I said, desperate not to leave it there. Fulgurite wasn’t my father, but she was known to be in his company, and that was enough for me. It was personal because she’d made it personal. “Let me help. I can—”

“Go help the others clear the beach and get the civilians to safety,” he said, and his tone brooked no argument. On the horizon, several ships coming in from my father’s island sailed into view. 

Fulgurite had reinforcements.

“Got it,” I said after only a moment of struggle. “I’ll get them to safety, sir.” 

With a glare at Fulgurite, I forced myself to turn my back on her. The other heroes were here: Amazoness, Mindbender, and Judgement, the latter of whom had his arms crossed and glared at me like he knew this was my fault. To be fair, the hologram of my father’s face had been evidence enough.

Ignoring him, I zipped up the beach using my super speed and joined Andie and Aylin. Aylin had recovered from her earlier attack and was carrying a small girl toward a screaming mother. 

“Help us get them off the beach, Nick. Kara and Eric went to tend to some of the wounded.” Andie gestured toward a small crowd of children.

“Will do!” I joined her in saving the children, a task that went a lot faster with the three of us working together. We’d just gotten all of them to safety when a loud boom cracked in the air, and a huge explosion erupted where Triton and the others had been. The ships had docked with the beach, and now several waves of Inferno reinforcements were attacking the place. 

I longed to help them, but there were still innocents trying to flee the chaos. Using super speed, I snatched one man who nearly ate a bullet, and three others too close to the fighting itself.

Still, it was obvious that the heroes were going to push my father’s forces back. As I carried a man with a broken arm toward Kara and Eric, I wondered if he had planned this whole thing from the beginning. He had to have known that the heroes would come to stop Fulgurite.

“I think this entire invasion was just to rescue Fulgurite after she tested me.” I swept my hands out at the invasion as the retreat began.

“I think you might be right,” Eric said as he took the injured man from me. “There’s only one battlemech, and he always brings a dozen of those when he expects Triton to be there…” 

Eric was right. This group was way too small to be an invasion force, especially with it being so close to Valcav, and as I looked around, I realized Fulgurite had already escaped. Only mindless drones remained, and they were only putting up enough resistance to keep the heroes focused on them.

“Nick, can you help me over here?” Andie called, and as I turned toward her, I saw the problem. “I can’t lift this thing on my own.”

“Yeah,” I said as I zipped over to her and lifted the hotdog stand with ease so the woman trapped underneath could escape.

“Thank you!” she cried and hugged me. “I thought I was a goner.”

“I wouldn’t let that happen,” I said as I dropped the hotdog stand down again. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get to the others.” 

“Good luck!” she called as I raced away to save more lives.

After another hour of hard rescue work, we were back at Valcav. We had secured the beach, and the four of us happy with a job well done. I sat in a chair, trying to recover from the power use. Andie was draped on me with her chin resting on my shoulder. 

“That was my first hero duty,” she said proudly. “We saved a lot of people today.”

“I just wish I could have helped more,” I argued.

“You did help more, Nick,” she countered. “The others were focused on the fighting. If it wasn’t for us securing that beach, it’s possible innocents could have died in the crossfire.”

I acknowledged her point with a kiss to her cheek. 

“You’re a dork and really stupid for attacking Fulgurite alone, but you’re my dork.” Andie’s smile was bright as sunshine. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

I smiled, sat up, and stretched my arms a bit, accidentally dislodging Andie in the process. Eric, Aylin, and Kara were busy with one of Kara’s inventions. I’d given her the shield back earlier with a note of thanks, and she’d smiled in response before turning it back into a phone. The three were debating what gadgets might be useful in the future. Eric suggested a shield to protect Kara herself, and Aylin suggested some sort of focus to help Eric concentrate his powers better. 

I was proud of them. They hadn’t panicked on the beach. No, they’d gone straight into hero mode and protected the lives around them. 

Andie noticed the expression and smiled at me. She kissed me full on the lips and slid into my lap. With an intake of breath, I felt the rush of endorphins sail up and down my spine. The kiss grew heated, and I cupped her face to bring it deeper. 

It was the clearing of Eric’s throat that brought us back to the surface, and we parted, panting, staring deep into each other’s eyes.

“You guys want us to go away, or…?”

I snorted and shook my head. Looking at Andie, I asked, “You ready to show me that painting yet?”

She grinned, her face flush with need. “I believe so.”
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“Are you ready to go?” I asked as Andie opened the door to her room, and instead of responding, she leapt into my arms. The next few moments were a hot rush of hands, lips, and fingers in her hair. It was hard to keep track of where we were going, let alone the surprised noises of various people caught in the crossfire. 

As we left the academy, I’m pretty sure we knocked into Adelaide, but instead of getting mad, I heard a Southern croon of exasperation and something about having a safe night out on the town. When we met the chill of the night, we finally parted to stare at each other. Andie’s eyes had darkened to an inky abyss that pulled me in and was in no mood to let me go again.

It took a long moment of breathing before I could speak, even then, it came out as an unintelligible string of gibberish. Andie laughed, and my fingers twitched the need to touch her, to pull more of that sound out into the world. She was such a loving, carefree soul, and deserved a lot more than what life had dealt her. It made me brave, to know that she took what she wanted when she wanted it and didn’t stress about the bigger things.

I wanted her. I didn’t stress about what that meant and where we were going. 

I took her hand, pulled her close, and asked, “How about a race to your apartment?”

“Last one is a naughty boy,” she smirked. She pulled back from me and gestured the path into town. “You remember where it is?”

“Been thinking about nothing else since last time, so yeah.”

“Alright, then. Three…” She pretended to count by looking at her watch, and then spat out in a rush, “—twoonego!”

She laughed again and dashed off ahead of me, using the elasticity of her body to perform a fancy front flip. Such a show-off. I made up the distance with a roll, then vaulted over a banister. She very nearly crashed into a young female student carrying a big pile of books, and contorted her body out of the way with a wave and a “Gotta go, sorry!”

I granted the young woman an apologetic look as I passed by and then ruined it with a wolf-whistled to Andie. Her backside was quite astonishing as she dashed down the streets slightly ahead of me. 

“Eyes up here, Nick! I’ve got standards!”

I chuckled and dodged another innocent caught in the middle of our race. “Do you now?”

Andie performed another front flip and then contorted her body into a barrel as she rolled down the street. It wasn’t until she straightened back into her normal form that she called back, “More than you!”

That was probably true. I had been taken by Andie’s charm the first day we met, and that had hardly changed since. With a laugh, I shook my head as we both asked into an alley and headed deeper into the Stacks. By the time we made it to the apartment building, she and I were tied. She shoved me as she entered the front door, giggling like a total loon. 

I snorted and followed behind her, rolling my eyes as she cheated her way up the stairs by stretching up the flight of them and then pulling herself over the top like a big rubber band, effectively skipping the entire set. It didn’t take me long to meet her at the top, but it was clear that she’d won.

She leaned her elbow on the apartment door and pretended to be disappointed. Tsking with her tongue, she said, “Looks like someone’s a naughty boy.”

“Is that so?” I asked as I snatched her by the waist and shoved her up against the door. Her body pressed into mine as I kissed her hard and deep. Her soft mewl of approval was like a drug that sailed up and down my spine, and I shivered with the need of her. 

She wasn’t content to let me lead, though, and flipped us around, so she was the one pressing me into the door instead. As long as I got to touch her, I didn’t actually mind. I started tugging at the waistband of her pants, and she chuckled as she peeled my fingers away. She set my hands on her hips instead. 

“Painting first. I’ve got plans.”

It was my turn to groan, but she kissed me hard and blindly fiddled with the front door until we spilled into her apartment. We both tripped over the coffee table and then staggered into the canvas room where the painting she’d started the last time I was here was on full display.

There was a stunned silence while my brain slowly rebooted itself. Then I blinked, looked at her, then stared at the painting again. My sleeping face and the lines of my body were painted in vivid strokes of gold. It had been given loving, near-photographic detail… but instead of sheets, I slept in a bed of fire. The fire was more impressionist, prone to violent strokes of the brush that danced and twisted with no real sense of direction. The flames curled around my sleeping form, licked at my fingers, and burned along the back of my neck. There were no scars, and my expression was peaceful. I seemed content with it. 

I’d never been content with fire, not since I was a boy.

“Fire,” I said and cleared my throat. “Interesting choice.”

Andie’s expression faltered a little into worry that she’d done wrong, and I immediately shook my head, smiling to reassure her. 

“No, no, I love it.” I gestured at the painting. “Really, it’s gorgeous. I’m honored. No one’s ever painted me before…”

“… but?”

“I… I just don’t understand the fire.”

“Stop that. It’s not about your dad.” Andie tsked and tugged me further into the room. She passed by the canvas and sat us both on the sofa. “When you power up, you burn hot and bright. You’re… you’re very warm.” She gestured vaguely as she struggled to explain. “Aylin’s nickname is pretty accurate. You do glow, in a way. You’re like this flame I can’t help but look at.”

“You’re the one who glows,” I said as I found her hand and twined her fingers in mine. I didn’t see what she saw because what she saw, I saw in her. 

“You sure that isn’t just your own warmth reflected back at you?” She arched a brow at me.

The whole thing was silly, and I shook my head in answer. I leaned forward to kiss her again, soft and sweet this time. She pressed back a little harder, and her hand fell to the button of my jeans. I let her undo them, breathing heavy when the zipper came down. 

“At least you didn’t paint me as an angel,” I huffed. “I’m a lot of things, but pure isn’t one of them.”

She snickered and kitten-licked the tip of my nose. Her hand, as bold as the rest of her, slipped down passed my boxers and curled around the hardness she found there. I couldn’t help but jolt at the sudden attention and fell back down on the sofa. Andie straddled me, her hand still down my pants. I cupped her perfect little breasts and rubbed a thumb over her left nipple. Even through her shirt and bra, they’d stiffened, happy for my touch.

“Angel? Please!” She chuckled. “I believe you lost the race. You’re naughty and all mine to deal with now.”

I tried to formulate some kind of response, and a thought floated into my brain with a string of text about spankings and punishing her transgressions later. 

Instead, Andie began to stroke me slow and steady while looking deep into my eyes. Her brown irises were filled with lust, and her blonde hair fell over them while she worked me into a frenzy. She smacked my hand away from her waistband again and then sank in close to nibble on my neck.

I squirmed at all the attention, incredibly turned on with no possible way to return the favor. I cupped the curve of her ass, then groped it roughly. She bit me in warning, only to lick it a moment later in apology.

“Let me take care of you, Nick. Just this once.”

“I’m going to make you beg if you don’t—ah!” Her fingertip swirled at the tip of my erection, while the rest of her hand kept right on stroking. She must have stretched her thumb up to do it, and that silly one-liner from our first day came back to me: I’m stretchy. “Oh god.” 

“I’ll beg later if you can make me,” she cooed, batting her lashes as she looked demurely to the floor like some kind of geisha. But then her expression took a turn, and a dark, hungry look combed over me. “But it’s your turn first.”

Within minutes, I was a thing of arousal and need. It overtook all my senses. She bit my neck again and sucked hard enough to leave a mark, all the while stroking at a demanding, steady pace. Instead of letting me crest over, she pulled her hand away just before I came. I admit, I swore in protest. 

“Andie, fucking hell—”

“Shh.” She didn’t leave me hanging for long. My pants and boxers were pulled to my knees, and then she dipped down so I could feel her breath on my twitching cock. I thought about begging, then I thought about making her beg later. A cute little kitten lick ran along the underside of my length, and my head tipped back in a loud groan. 

“You’re so excitable,” she giggled and licked at my cock again. “Look at this perfect dick. So strong and mighty, just like the rest of you. Needy, too.”

“Andie, for fuck’s sake—”

She swirled her finger on the tip and then blew gently just to watch me twitch. “Mm. Ask nicely, Nick. I don’t appreciate that kind of language.”

With a roll of my eyes, I decided that it was best to play her game for the moment. 

“Please,” I sighed, not even bothering to put any heart behind it.

She took the tip of my cock into her mouth and swirled the head with her tongue. I groaned and tried to thrust in deeper, but her hands went to hips and held them still. 

This went on for another few agonizing seconds, until I finally cried out, “Alright, alright, please suck m-my—ahh!—-oh god, oh great a-and fucking evil Andrea Baker! Mercy!”

She finally relented and took me hard and fast into her mouth. I thought I was ready for it, but it turns out the elasticity of her body was more than just external. Her tongue twisted and curled around me at impossible lengths when she swallowed me down and seemed to be everywhere at once. I didn’t last much longer under the assault, and I came with a loud cry as I trembled from head to toe.  

She didn’t hesitate to drink it all down, her throat taking me completely while she manipulated her mouth in ways no one else could. She continued the torment until I was completely drained and panting on the sofa.

Letting me go with a smack of her lips, she settled back and blushed at my reaction. It was strange how she could go from eager to uncertain in a heartbeat. “So… you approve?”

I sat up on my elbows and blinked at her. “That was—”

“I-I never did that before,” she interrupted. “I’ve only ever stretched externally, but I knew I could do it after a test yesterday, and—”

“Andie.”

“—I mean, I tested on some fruit and thought maybe it would be fun, but I—”

I crawled up to her and gently pulled her in for a kiss. It was soft and reassuring, but she was still eager without release, and it quickly grew heated again. I pulled back before she could demand more, and smiled at her, looking deep into those wonderful, expressive eyes. 

“You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” I said with confidence. “Thank you. It was amazing.”

She flushed scarlet, unsure what to do with the compliment. I reversed our positions and carefully lifted her shirt up to begin a path along the curve of her breasts. They were humble compared to others, but the perfect size to cup in my hand. Nibbling the nipple of her left, I thumbed the right, and she whined softly while squeezing her thighs and shifting in need. My free hand trailed down between her legs, and I teased at the fabric over her clit with the press of my thumb.

I heard her breath hitch. 

“So you like to be a tease,” I whispered as I licked a path to her other breast. I bit that one a little more harshly. She sucked her bottom lip to try to hide her reaction. A tiny little cry still escaped, however, and I pulled at the nipple with my teeth, teasing it until it was red, puffy, and quite happy with my affections.

“Nick, just fucking—”

“Do you know what a color system is?”

“Y-Yes—”

“You’ll tell me red to stop?”

When she didn’t answer me, I found her neck and returned her earlier favor with a sharp bite of my own. I pressed my thumb hard against the fabric between her legs and was greeted with a moan. 

“N-Nick—”

My tone brooked no argument. “Answer me.”

“Yes, yes, I’ll tell you if I need to stop!”

“Good girl. Now, unless it’s a color, I don’t want one word from your naughty little mouth.” I curled my hand into a fist between her thighs and pressed it hard against her. Her breath hitched again, and she squirmed, uncertain if she wanted to grind against me or escape the advance while she still had the chance. “You can whimper, though. Do it with enough passion and I might have some mercy.”

“O-Oh God—”

In a swift motion, I yanked her pants down to her knees. Her cute lacy underwear followed, and I took only a quick glance to appreciate the color, a violent purple hue, before I slipped a finger inside her and felt for the little nub all stiff and ready for attention.

“I believe I told you not to speak,” I calmly reminded her. “That’s two. You earned one for that bit of bossiness earlier.” 

I rubbed the nub in hard circles, and Andie tipped her head back, gasping like a fish out of water. Her hands twisted in the fabric of the sofa, her knuckles white. 

“Already so eager for me, and I haven’t even started yet. Don’t get comfortable, Andie, because you’re not coming until I’m fucking you.”

“P-Please!”

“Three.”

“Th-three—ohmygod—ahh! Th-three w-whaaat?”

“Four. I’m going to edge you four times before I’ll let you come.”

She whined loudly at this news and tried to grind a little harder on my finger. I had pity and didn’t count for five. Four was going to be hell enough. I pulled out my finger instead of letting her keep going and tsked. “I don’t think you want it bad enough, sweetie. You’re being a very bad girl.”

She bobbed her hand at me, trying to tell me that yes, she wanted it very, very much. I tilted my head, expression loving. “Color?”

“Green.”

Good.

I sank down between her legs and began to lick and nibble at her twitching, wet labia. She’d shaved it, so the path was easy and clean. Above me, I heard her cry out, and she began to writhe and twist like she didn’t know what to do with herself. I held her knees to either side, spreading them wide so I could gain better access. Piercing her with my tongue, I drank in the essence of her like a man starved. 

I continued on until I felt her thighs shudder, then pulled out, immediately going for her hands to pin them at her sides. She shrieked, thrashing in protest.

“One,” I said calmly. “Color.” Though I sounded confident, I was worried I was pressing too hard, too fast.

Andie stuttered, “G-Green,” her lips silently begging for more.

I knew her well enough that I could read the lights dazzling in her eyes. She was incredibly turned on by the events at hand and would scream red at the first opportunity if it took a bad turn. She trusted me, I trusted her. It was like a battlefield, but one that we both had better control of.  

“I’m trusting you to tell me, Andie,” I said and slipped two fingers deep inside her again. Her clitoris was an engorged, twitching mess, and I rubbed along her walls, encouraging a second climb to nowhere. “I’ll finish it and stop the game if it’s too much for you.” 

She shook her head very enthusiastically. I grinned, showing a bit of tooth. “My naughty little girl likes a bit of daddy, I take it.” I crooked my fingers, then added a third and began to fuck her with them. 

Keeping eye-contact, I watched the way her own glazed over. She squirmed around me, her hands twitching with the need to touch, but uncertain if she should do so. I picked up the pace between her legs, and her breath hitched in warning. Again, I pulled out, and let her linger on the cusp.

Tears of frustration swam in her eyes, but she didn’t tell me to stop. Apologetic, I sank down to her breasts and took one of the nipples into my mouth again, keeping her hands pinned to her sides, so she didn’t get any ideas on finishing the course before I was done with her. I sucked on it lazily while she calmed back down, then quietly returned my hand for round three.

Her whimpers were desperate now, high-pitched and frantic. I released her nipple, and kissed the noises instead, drinking them with passion. Her tongue twisted around mine while I worked three fingers deep into her core, setting a punishing rhythm that made her lose her mind entirely. She was so wet, it had dribbled somewhat onto the cushions below her. 

I held my forehead on hers, our eyes inches apart. I stared deep into them, frowning at the tears while I forced her to climb yet again. When I pulled away the third time, she screamed. 

“Shh. It’s alright,” I whispered. “I love you, sweetie. One more time. You can do it. You’re my brave, fantastic girl.” She granted me an unsteady nod, and I felt the world swim all around me as I became overwhelmed at just how much she trusted me. “My ray of sunshine. My Andie. Mine.” No one had ever believed in me as much as Andie did, and she did it as easily as breathing.

“I love you,” I repeated, kissing her neck, her breasts, the scoop of her belly. “Andrea, I love you so much.”

“I-I love you, t-too Nick,” she gasped. 

Inspired, I shoved my pants back down and aligning us with a hand. I was completely hard again, and desperate to finish this. I held her eyes when I sank in slowly. She twitched around me with a loud moan, her core a searing heat. She bit her lower lip when I didn’t immediately move and whined a needy little thing that only made me that much harder.

Slowly, I began to fuck her. She wrapped her legs around me and sat up to kiss me in desperation. Her fingers clawed at my back, unable to contain it anymore. 

“One… more… time,” I huffed when she finally let me breathe again. “Tell me when you’re about to come.”

“N-Nick, please.”

“It’s going to be okay, sweetie. I love you. I’ll take care of you. You can do this. Just tell me when.”

Again, we climbed an impossible mountain, and again, I felt her twitch around me. I groaned at the stimulation, and suddenly, she began to beg. 

“Pleasepleaseplease, Nick, please let me—”

“No. Not yet.” To be cruel, or because I was drowning in need of my own, I picked up the pace and began to take her a little rougher. 

“Ah!! Please.”

“No,” I huffed, still calm. “You can do this.”

Despite wanting to finish the game myself, when she shrieked and confessed, “I-I’m going t-to—!”

I pulled out entirely, with little warning. She sobbed and thrashed on the sofa like a wild animal, and I held her down until the crying stopped. I licked her tears away, and whispered, “Thank you.”

Drunk on arousal, Andie blinked at me with wide, owlish eyes. “Nick… I…”

“I love you, Andrea.”

“I-I… I love… I love you too, N-Nick.”

“I’m going to take care of you now, just like I promised. Are you ready?”

“Please.”

After a moment waiting to cool down, I slid back inside of her. She slick and wide now, and it was like fucking a hot, wet cavern. Slow and deep, in and out. Her breathing picked up, and her eyes glistened like she was afraid I was going to stop again. But I didn’t.

I leaned down to kiss her and drank all her moans with a hungry growl of my own. The final crest was a fast one, too desperate after the first four. I pulled back from the kiss to tell her, “Give it to me. All of it.”

One, two, three, then a scream. She arched her back, breasts raised high in a plea to me. I picked up the pace and continued to fuck her through her orgasm until I met my own with a sharp cry.

When we were done, she was passed out below me, dead to the world. I cleaned us both up with a nearby towel, then lay her in my arms so I could hold her until she woke again. 

I kissed the top of her head and rubbed a long soothing palm along her spine. “I love you, Andie.”

She cooed a sweet little noise in her sleep and then snuggled her cheek against my chest like I was a pillow instead of her boyfriend. I chuckled and kissed the top of her head again. When I finally joined her in dreams, it was to become the best night’s rest I’d had in years.
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Chapter 16 - Andie
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He was whistling in the kitchen. I heard rustling pans, mixing pancake batter, and sizzling butter on the gas stove. The smell of the coffee maker’s burbling brew floated into the bedroom, and I slowly opened my eyes, giving in to the waking world. My stomach grumbled, and I sat up in confusion. Then I smiled.

Nick was an enigma that I sometimes struggled to define. He could be vulnerable one moment, and then impenetrable the next. When the time finally came to drag him into my bedroom and have my wicked way with him, I’d never actually expected the results. It wasn’t like we’d had a talk about it. The do’s, the don’ts, the what-do-you-likes. 

And yet, he somehow knew all the same what I’d want. He’d made the entire experience all about me, and I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had done that, if ever. From an outside perspective, someone might think I’d feel dominated or even used, but that wasn’t actually the case. I felt… worshipped. Loved, cared for. Sex on two legs.

I glanced at the painting I’d finished the previous day and then smiled again. Nick’s sleeping face was now firmly etched into my mind, and I was perfectly okay with that. I’d have to do another now. One with an entirely different expression that I’d seen the previous night. An expression, I suspected, meant only for me.

Yawning, I stretched my arms wide and then snatched the shirt from last night. After finding a pair of sweatpants, I wandered out into the kitchen, and Nick stopped whistling to raise both of his brows at me.

“Oh! Uh, hi,” he said. Frozen in place with a spatula in his hand, he looked incredibly awkward. I wanted to kiss him because it was adorable as hell.

Instead, I found a seat by the kitchen table and smiled at him. “Morning, sweetcheeks.”

“Uh, morning.” He remained frozen in place until the sizzling of the pancakes woke him up again. He spun on his heel and flipped them before they could burn.

“Are you, uh…?” Again, he faltered. He didn’t look at me, focusing on the pancakes. “Everything was…? I didn’t…?”

When I realized what had him so nervous, I rolled my eyes. How he could go from edging to this was a mystery for another day. 

“Nick,” I chuckled, “it was fantastic. Thank you.”

He spun around again, brows crawling back into his hairline. “Are you sure?” He closed the distance between us and gestured with his spatula. “I mean, I should have asked before we did anything, but then the moment struck. I mean, I did offer the color system, but that should have been done before we did anything, not during. I was just… you know… and you were… you know, and—”

I pressed my finger to his lips, and his eyes scrunched in confusion. “I loved every last moment.” When it looked like he was going to interrupt me again, I added, “Seriously. You were… incredible. Thank you.”

Against my lips, he slurred, “Oh, okay.”

I giggled, and he spun around to address the pancakes once more. After deciding they had enough, he placed a few on a plate and then handed it to me, as well as a bottle of syrup. 

“You’re really on fire.” I smiled. “First, have your way with me, and then you make me pancakes. What’s next, coffee?”

“Uh, yeah actually.” He chuckled. “How do you like yours?”

“Milk and a lot of sugar.”

“Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me.”

There was a joke somewhere in there about the previous night, but I was too in love to notice. He poured me a cup of coffee and mixed in the additions with a little whistle. When he handed me the mug, our fingers touched, and we locked eyes.

Nick’s eyes were more expressive than most men I knew. Aside from Eric, maybe. They could both say a lot in one expression, and right now, Nick’s were saying, ‘I love you.’

“I love you too.” I laughed.

The expression shook itself away to confusion. “Wh-What?”

“I love you,” I said again with extra sincerity. “Thank you for last night. You were incredible.”

“I didn’t step on any boundaries? You sure you’re alright?”

“I’m not made out of glass, Nick. Seriously, it was wonderful.”

“Well, if you’re sure…”

“I’m sure.” I nodded.

He fetched himself a plate of pancakes and then joined me a moment later. He smiled at me with a big dumb grin, and I laughed again. 

“Someone’s happy,” I said, pointing at his face. 

“I sure am.” He planted a hand on his hip and beamed with confidence. “I’ve got breakfast, perfect weather, and a beautiful woman for company. What’s not to love?”

“Beautiful, eh?” I blushed a little because even now it was incredible to hear. Others had called me beautiful before, but Nick said it like the word encompassed the whole of me. 

He leaned across the table, and our lips connected gently. His eyes drowning in mine, he whispered, “Gorgeous. Lovely. Perfect. A goddess. I could go on if you like.”

“You keep doing that, and we’ll never make it back to Valcav.”

“We’ve got time,” Nick whispered back, and then pecked me on the cheek.
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Chapter 17
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The day after our tryst in the Stacks, Andie and I spent some time alone in the apartment and enjoyed the peace and quiet. I watched her paint various splashes of color onto canvas, and it was some time before I recognized the purple hues and swirling white patterns of Aylin’s profile. 

We didn’t say much, but the silence was easy between us. The utter contentment in Andie’s company was nothing I’d ever experienced before, and I suspected that for Andie, it was much the same. She and I kept darting little glances at each other. They weren’t hungry like they had been, but more affirming. We didn’t know where this whole dating thing was going, but for the moment, we were happy with the ride. 

It wasn’t until we were back at the Academy that I recalled the attack on the beach and all the stigma that came with it. I felt the eyes of at least two dozen students and staff giving me the evil eye as I passed by them. To them, Lord Inferno was the enemy, and I was a simple extension of my father. Andie noticed too and gave me a comforting hug before parting. 

“Don’t you mind them,” she said as she kissed me on the cheek. “They don’t know any better.”

True or not, the tension was quite high as I walked the halls. No lives were lost on the beach, but the property damage and outright scare were bad enough. It had been three years since Inferno’s last attack as he’d been too focused on his conquests elsewhere in the world. Inferno’s military was tremendous, but even he had his limits. Taking Alexandria was not the same as Otevale. Between City Master’s defenses, Triton’s mere presence, and the work of both Amazoness and Judgment in securing the shores, my dad didn’t really stand a chance. 

The moment I walked into rescue class, Matt and his cronies confronted me. The girls had yet to appear from their dorm that morning, and Eric had an appointment with Hiro, the school’s counselor, so I was alone for the first time in ages. Matt shoved me to the side the second I walked through the doors to the gym, and I was forced into a corner while he, Jack, and Brad all crossed their arms in disgust.

“I saw the feed of your dad’s little speech. I know that attack the other day was your fault, Inferno Boy.” Matt gestured in the general direction of the beach on the far side of the city. 

“Is that so?” I lifted an obstinate brow at him and held my ground as best I could. They might have me outnumbered, but it wouldn’t be the first time I had to handle such a situation. I’d spent a lot of time in training fending off two or three attackers at once. 

“Yes,” Matt growled, “that’s so.” He shoved me roughly into the wall. 

I gritted my teeth, balled my fists, and resisted the urge to break his nose. I was in no mood to waste a power-up, but I would if they pressured me hard enough. I could get a good hit in before Jack’s big brick body did some serious damage, provided he actually hit me. He was rather slow and lumbering, and I could probably dance circles around him. I still wasn’t sure what Brad’s power was, so attacking him after Matt was probably a priority. I didn’t like unknowns. I could punch Matt, dodge Jack’s inevitable fist, then maybe kick out Brad’s legs from under him on my way out… 

Matt laughed rather abruptly, and the other two joined in a moment later. It was clear that the cronies had no idea what he was laughing about because Matt rolled his eyes at them. 

“Look at him plotting his silly little attack,” he taunted. “You can see the smoke blowing out of his ears. Don’t strain yourself, Nickie, we’re not gonna hurt you.”

I crossed my arms and pretended to look bored. It wasn’t hard. Matt’s routine was getting tiresome at this point. 

“Matt, I realize you’ve already succumbed to a certain stereotype here,” I countered, “but try to use your thick head for something other than standard bullying tactics. You’re better than this. Or at least, you were. Letting daddy down is a habit of yours, isn’t it?”

Matt’s eyes widened, then narrowed to dangerous slits. His fists balled at his sides, and there was a moment when I seriously thought he was going to swing at me. That was the point, and I had every intention of dodging the blow, but he just stood there and glared. Apparently, the truth had cut him deep enough that he wasn’t quite sure how to take it. 

After another extended and very awkward moment of silence, Matt closed the distance between us. He partially shifted, his eyes taking on a wolfish, golden hue. 

“Don’t you fucking bring my father into this,” he snarled. “You don’t have the faintest clue—”

“What he’d want?” I finished for him. “Yeah, I’m sure he’s really proud of you walking the halls with two morons flanking your back. Tweedle Dum and Tweedle Dee, isn’t it? Do they even have a personality between the two of them? I can’t imagine you brought them for conversation.”

It was Brad who spat out the classic, “Fuck you, Gateon.”

I rolled my eyes and ignored it. “Take a good long look in the mirror, Matt. You’re a bully.”

Again, I thought he was going to swing. He had his claws out this time, and it’d hurt quite a bit if it connected… but he didn’t. He just stood there and gritted his teeth. 

There was an edge to his voice that could cut through steel when he spat, “I’m not a—”

“Yeah, you are,” I cut him off. I moved in so close we were nearly touching foreheads. He didn’t back down, but neither did I. “And your sister doesn’t approve, does she? If she did, she’d be here. She’s seemed willing to back up your dumbass thus far this year. Is she getting tired of watching you flex your villain routine? You’re getting quite good at it.”

The truth was evident in Matt’s reaction because he darted his gaze back toward the gym doors as if sensing that Kristen was going to burst through them. She didn’t. 

Now, Kristen and I were hardly what you’d call friends, but she seemed the least interested in this grudge the four of them were carrying on with. She’d never turn on her brother, of course, but I suspected that she wasn’t quite so happy with his current progression. If it was true, at least one of them had some sense.

“Kristen and I are fine,” Matt grumbled, but it was clear I’d caught him off guard again. “And you, Gateon, are full of shit. We all know you’re gonna run back to daddy the second you graduate. You’re gonna be his number two, yeah?”

“Unless you get the part first, I suppose.” I shrugged and pretended not to care. The idea of it actually made me sick to my stomach again, but Matt didn’t need to know that. “He rather likes bullies. They’re big, dumb, insecure, and easy to intimidate.”

The bricks of Jack’s body ground against each other as he shifted from foot to foot with a conflicted expression. His brain took an absurdly long time to process the words that had been spoken thus far, but eventually, he shook his head and slashed his thick brick hands in a gesture of disgust. 

“He ain’t no bully!” Jack roared. “You’re the bully, you jerk! You’re a stupid silver-spoon-fed bully who—”

“Thanks, Jack,” Matt interrupted him. “Do shut up.” His scowl was still pretty heated, but it was clear that my words had left their mark again. He jabbed an accusing finger my way. “Say what you want, Nickie, but you were at the beach, and you didn’t help fend off the reinforcements.”

I shrugged and glanced behind him to see City Master and Gemma both walk into the gym. They were distracted by the other students at first, though I caught Gemma’s frown when she glanced over our way. 

“Not that it’s any of your business,” I sighed and flicked my gaze back to Matt, “but I was under orders to stand down.”

“Yeah, by your evil fucking father,” he growled back. “It was right there on the news, Nick! He sent Fulgurite to attack the beach so that everyone can buy into this stupid idea that you actually want to be a hero! It’s bullshit!”

This time, the truth hurt me, even if it was for different reasons than Matt was implying. My lips twisted into a frown, and not for the first time, I sorely wished that he wasn’t so fucking stubborn. 

“Spend even two days in my shoes, and maybe you’d understand,” I snarled at him as I almost lost my patience. I pushed him backward through sheer presence, and my shoulders rose and squared with the tension. I wanted to hit him, I wanted it so bad I could taste it, but I managed to resist. 

“It is my fucking fault, yeah,” I pressed. “Is that what you want from me? It’s my fault for existing, for being his son, for drawing attention wherever I go, no matter how hard I try to keep a low profile! I don’t like that innocents pay whenever my father deigns to notice me. Hell, all I want is to live in fucking peace!”

Matt was surprised by the sudden outburst and stepped back a little under the pressure, but I was angry now and followed his retreat. 

Still, he was brave enough to throw out, “Who’s the bully now?”

I thrust my hands into a helpless gesture and resisted the urge to shove him back hard enough to make him fall onto his ass. 

“I’m getting really tired of your bullshit,” I growled at him. “I saved everyone that I could and distracted that villainess long enough for the others to take care of it. I saved lives, innocent lives, not that it matters to a pissant like you. I had no way of knowing about the attack on the beach, and it’s not my cross to bear every single time he does something crazy—”

“Nick, that’s enough.”

It was Gemma. I hadn’t realized I’d cornered Matt until I was towering over him and Gemma was frowning at me in disapproval. Jack and Brad had backed off and pretended to look helpless. Either they were intimidated by my outburst, or more likely, they were taking advantage of the timing to look innocent in the exchange. 

Matt cast a glance at them, then at Gemma, and he pointed to me. “He started it!”

It was a lie, and a high school quality one at best, but Gemma didn’t care. She snapped her fingers and silently ordered Matt and his cronies to the opposite side of the gym with a cool glare. They followed her order, but not without a rude finger back toward me.

I resisted the urge to return the favor and instead turned my full attention to her. I bowed slightly, unable to meet her gaze. 

“I’m sorry,” I muttered. “He’s a fucking tool, and I—”

“Nick, that’s enough,” Gemma soothed. “I realize that tensions are high after the attack on the beach, but you can’t do this every single time your father makes a move.”

Hurt, I shook my head and pointed to Matt again. “Me? I didn’t do anything—”

“You fed him exactly what he wanted to hear,” the raven-haired woman said and rested a hand on her hip. This was instructor Gemma, and she was in no mood for games. “The next time he tries to get a rise out of you, don’t say anything and walk away.” I thought the idea was ridiculous, and it must have been clear in my eyes because her own lips thinned to a tight little line. “If he tries to attack you unprovoked, he will pay for it in kind. There are just as many eyes on him as are on you, and they are watching very closely.”

That was news to me, though in retrospect, it shouldn’t have been. Ice Bringer was a little less notorious than my father, but they had been partners at the height of their careers. Like my father and Ice Bringer before them, Judgment was the Barbur twins’ mentor, and he was notoriously strict about following certain codes of conduct. Though Judgment perhaps agreed with Matt’s view on my future destiny, it didn’t seem likely that Efraim would support Matt’s bullying habits if he knew about them. 

I sighed and, with that release, decided to let it go. Gemma was right. I needed to harness better control, or I was just going to end up swimming the same waters as Matt. 

“I understand,” I said quietly. My gaze jumped toward the door when all three of my favorite girls joined the gym. I couldn’t help the little smile that crawled upward when Andie enthusiastically waved in my direction.

Gemma caught the gaze, and she smiled a little softer in turn. “It’s going to be alright, Nick. You’re hardly alone in this. In fact, you have more support than Matt does. He’s just scared, bitter, and hurt in ways that run soul-deep. You need to give him patience.”

“I’ll try,” I said honestly.

Gemma rested a hand on my shoulder and then shook it gently in approval. With a parting smile, she crossed the gym to join City Master, who was busy giving some sort of ultimatum to Elianna. Andie, Aylin, and Kara joined me, and it was Andie who gestured back to Gemma with a brow.

“Trouble?”

I shrugged and couldn’t help the glance toward Matt’s back, where he was busy explaining current events to his sister with wild, thrashing hands. 

Andie followed my gaze and frowned. “Let me guess. The beach?”

“I’m already over it,” I told her, and strangely enough, it really was the case. Andie noticed, of course, because she always noticed and smiled brightly at me. Then she swung to my side and wrapped an arm around me. 

“So I told the whole dorm about our new sex life,” she chuckled as she changed the subject. 

I lifted a brow at her, not entirely convinced she wasn’t being serious. “I hope you were extra detailed on the fun bits.”

“No, she’s been pretty tight-lipped, actually.” Kara rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Aylin, in particular, has been trying to drill her for information… pun intended.”

Aylin’s cheeks were a dark purple blush. She ducked her gaze from me and pretended to be fascinated by the polished gym floors. 

“I-I merely requested a detailed… a detailed summary of human mating habits,” she stuttered a little with embarrassment. “Andrea Baker has not been very forthcoming.”

“That’s because it’s generally considered private information,” Kara supplied, somewhat dryly. She gently took Aylin’s hand and pulled her toward the small crowd of students gathering further away. “Come on, let’s see who our partners are going to be this time.”

Andie and I watched them leave hearing distance, then she turned to me and wrapped her arms around my neck. She kissed me gently, blushing a little. Her big brown eyes were lost in mine. 

“I can’t stop thinking about that night,” she confessed. “No one’s ever done that for me.” When she caught my short look of panic, she immediately shook her head and clarified, “It wasn’t my first time, that’s not it.” Thank God for small favors. I probably should have asked, in retrospect. “You just were so… Nick, you were so perfect. And then you stayed the whole night after, made me breakfast, asked me about a thousand times if I was alright with everything—”

I felt my cheeks burn hot, but this seemed to entice her because she kissed me again. 

“Which it was,” she continued after parting as her eyes glistened with beautiful little lights. “I just… I really appreciate that you care. So… thank you.”

“Stop it. No thanks necessary,” I said with conviction. “I love you. That’s how it works.”

“I know.” She smiled in turn. “It’s just… I think you’re the first one to tell me that actually means it. Most guys, they hardly wait until morning before packing their bags. No one’s ever put me first before.”

The very notion of that upset me in ways I couldn’t quite define. Andie was a goddess, and she deserved to be treated like one. 

When she caught my expression, she amended, “It wasn’t like that, Nick. They were just focused on other things. It’s how things are in the Stacks.”

“Yeah, well, if I ever find out their names, I’ll spank them silly,” I said. I kissed her nose, and immediately, she giggled and squirmed away from me. 

“The only person you should be spanking is me, buster. Well, me and whichever girl I drag into bed with us,” she said as she rubbed the tip of her nose with an exasperated look.

“Yes, ma’am. Whatever you say, ma’am.” I gave Andie a mock salute and grinned a little bit. 

“That’s better.”

Gently, I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and led us both toward the rest of the class. 

The gym had been arranged with the same blank wall as before with a solitary door leading into what was likely the obstacle course. Gemma and City Master were both setting everyone up into pairs. It looked like Matt was fighting Jack this time around, so that was a relief at least. They seemed to be up first. One would play the villain, and one the hero, and no doubt some version of Adelaide was patiently waiting for rescue.

Jack’s scowl was a little mean, and he looked ready to pound Matt into the dirt. The tension broke when Matt stuck his tongue out at his friend like a petulant three-year-old. Jack’s entire brick body shuddered into a laugh, and for a single moment, it was easy to forget that I hated both of them.

Watching Jack disappear beyond the door, Andie leaned closer to whisper in my ear. “You should totally fight Kara. Girl’s got some moves, I think you’ll have some fun.”

I couldn’t tell if this was about Kara’s actual ability in the field or her supposed ability between the sheets. The latter, I’d tried hard not to think about in recent weeks, especially as I’d been happy enough with Andie. Still, it was obvious that Andie had an attachment to her… but Kara was an old flame, many demons were resting between us that I still wasn’t sure how to sort. 

Fortunately, City Master joined us and jabbed a crooked finger between Andie and me. His scowl made it clear that he knew at least half of what we’d been discussing and sorely wished he didn’t. 

“You two will trade partners,” he said, his expression dark. “No funny business and I mean none. This is a classroom, not your personal dating service.”

I rolled my eyes, and Andie scoffed at the very notion. 

“Who’s Kara’s partner?” she said as she pulled from my grasp and gestured Kara’s way. “I’ll trade ‘em.”

“Kristen Barbur,” City Master said as he nodded toward her. The Barbur twin in question was busy watching the monitor overhead which displayed Matt’s progress through Jack’s various clumsily built traps. “If there is a problem, Ms. Baker—”

“Oh no, no problem.” Andie shook her head. “It’s just, Nick here clearly has an advantage with his raw power, and Kara and I were talking. She’s got a few ideas on how to deal with it. You know, put up a real fight? I think she’d play well against him… uh, sir.”

City Master’s eyes slowly scrolled from me to Kara to Andie’s wide-eyed, innocent expression. “Is that so?”

“Yup,” she said and smiled brightly up at him. She looked for all the world like an innocent little girl asking for cookies. “Scout’s honor. No need to confirm with her, she really wants this, I promise.”

The sigh that answered her was a heaving one that rolled along City Master’s shoulders and made his spine sink a little bit. He and Gemma looked no worse for wear after the battle on the beach, but it was clear that he was a little more tired today. It made him far less patient. He cast a dismissive gesture at Andie’s bright expression. 

“Whatever,” he said with a sigh. “Gateon, make the trade happen. You’re up next. Ms. Baker, you tell Ms. Barbur the good news.”

He turned his back and joined Gemma, where they both sat down in chairs to examine the monitors overhead. Matt had made significant progress against Jack and was racing him toward Adelaide, who was indeed dangling from a cage as predicted. This time, it looked to be over some massive lava pit. 

Matt leaped across the pit with his claws extended, and I looked away, already knowing he had it won. Ignoring the preview, I greeted Kara with a soft smile. Aylin was nearby, being assaulted with a million questions by an overly excited Eric, who’d just made it out of his appointment with Hiro. When he noticed me, he waved quickly, his entire body sparkling with electricity. I waved back a little less enthusiastically, but he hardly noticed.

Settling by Kara’s side, I jabbed a thumb back Andie’s way, who was busy explaining to Kristen the ‘good news.’ She didn’t seem nearly as thrilled as her new partner was. 

“Andie’s traded you,” I told Kara. “We’re both up next.”

Kara’s eyes widened, and she shook her head in surprise. “We are? But I… I mean, that’s great, I-I just…”

“She kept saying that you had plans,” I said as I rolled my eyes back Andie’s way. “You know how she gets. There is probably some ulterior motive.”

I meant it as a joke, but Kara’s cheeks flushed crimson, and I had to wonder if maybe they’d actually talked about it in private. Or discussed something, at any rate. 

“I-I mean I suppose I do,” Kara flustered, “I just… I…“ She floundered for a response, then sighed in defeat. Her gaze toward Andie’s back was a conflicted one. “You’ll go easy on me, Nick?” She looked me up and down like I was some big, bad bruiser. “I’m not exactly built for physical combat, you know.”

“Of course.” I smiled. “I won’t even power up if you don’t want me to.”

Kara shook her head and waggled a stern finger at me. “Oh no, I’m using my powers, so you’ll use yours. You want to be villain first, or am I doing it?”

“I’ll do it,” I said with a grimace, not at all comfortable with the idea of playing a bad guy again. “The sooner I get that over with, the better I’ll feel.”

“Eh, it’s not so bad,” Kara tsked with a click of her tongue. “Adelaide’s in no real danger, you know that. It’s like Saturday morning cartoons. Let loose, embrace the crazy. It’s kinda fun, to be honest.”

“Sure, but I don’t want playing a villain to be fun.”

That was apparently Matt’s cue to show up again. I didn’t even notice him leaving the course, apparently already done with both runs between him and Jack. He slid up to me like we were best friends and clapped me on the back a bit too harshly. 

“Why not?” he said with false friendliness. “It’s in your blood, Gateon.”

I glared at him, fist ready to punch his obnoxious little grin, but instead of taking the bait, Gemma’s words echoed through my head, and I backed off. I forced the tension in my shoulders to ease a bit and shrugged at Matt like he had nothing of importance to say. 

Jack, who stood behind him with a relatively blank expression, couldn’t quite understand why we were both getting along all of a sudden.

“The adults were having a private conversation,” Kara sassed, hand on her hip. Apparently, she was just as sick of his bullshit as I was. “Go play elsewhere like a good little boy and leave us alone.”

Matt had his moments when his inner douchebag would come out to play, but for the most part, it was reserved only for me. The girls of the class especially saw his sweeter side, as many seemed to remind him of his reclusive twin sister. In fact, many were friends with said sister and didn’t appreciate his little games. Had I said something like that, he would have fumed and probably struck me right there in front of everyone, but to Kara, Matt simply ducked his head and stepped to the side to let her pass.

“You’re right, Kara. I’m sorry.”

Kara glanced over to Kristen, who was busy arguing quietly with Andie about some finer detail of their future match. The girls had some secret language that I didn’t understand, but it was clear that most who shared that dorm respected each other on a deeper level than Matt or I could manage. 

Kara smiled Matt’s way and then passed him by like he was hardly worth the soil under her shoes.

It was incredible. For a girl who often hid behind her gadgets, Kara held an inner fire that I longed to see more of. She gestured towards the door to the course and motioned for me to get on with it. 

“I like it when you’re bossy,” I told her with a grin. “Reminds me of all those times you forced me to sit at a tea party when we were six.”

She blushed, cleared her throat, and then gestured towards the door again. “I still haven’t forgiven you for murdering Stacy,” she muttered. Her favorite Barbie, and that one I took great pleasure in torturing one day out of a jealous tantrum. At the time, I was convinced that she loved her dolls more than me. I was too young and stupid to realize the exact reason why she’d demanded I play house with her so many times. 

Every Barbie needed a Ken, after all.

“Time to get your revenge, then,” I told her as I entered the course to set up.

I wanted to go easy on her. It was a fairly simple run this time, without the illusion magic from before to make it look like a home. At the end of the run, there was a large lava pit where Adelaide dangled in her cage, and only a few vaults and barriers stopping the path toward her. The traps were varied and hidden in the walls and floors on the way to Adelaide. One involved huge spikes shooting up with deadly force which I thought was a bit too extreme, especially since Kara wasn’t exactly invulnerable or immortal or any of that.

In the end, I didn’t set any traps at all and decided that I’d fight her as a distraction. Thing is, when the door opened, she didn’t step through it. The door closed, and there wasn’t anyone there. 

This threw me off completely. I was too used to fighting Matt and didn’t realize that she’d somehow made herself completely invisible until Adelaide’s cage door swung open behind me. Adelaide giggled with delight and kissed Kara wetly on the cheek as she appeared again alongside Adelaide in the cage over the lava pit. There was an odd-looking gadget on her belt beeping happily, no doubt a cloaking device or a light-bending force field projector or some other amazing invention of hers.

I whistled, very impressed. “I was expecting a fight.” I laughed. “That was brilliant.”

Kara shook her head and snorted lightly. “We don’t have to fight the villains, we just need to save the innocents,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “You’re too strong to take on, so I decided to slip by unnoticed.”

“Well, it was effective,” I agreed with a smile. “I underestimated you, Kara. That’s not gonna happen again.”

She tossed her vibrant red hair over her shoulder and looked me up and down. “We’ll see, Nick.”

Ten minutes later, I was the one walking through the door. As before with Matt, I immediately powered up, only to be struck with a powerful bolt of electricity. It stunned me and brought me to my knees. I looked around for Kara, but I only heard insane giggling from the shadows.

“You’ll never save the princess, Sir Longbottom!” she cackled. “Give up now!”

I laughed, despite the pain she’d put me through. She was talking about a game we used to play when we were little. Sir Longbottom was a valiant hero I invented who was a super genius that could fly. His nemesis was the cruel Lord Maxian, Kara’s invention, whose primary personality trait was his habit of stealing the young Princess Pea from her tall tower. Kara never played Princess Pea. She liked being the mastermind who guided me along fantastic adventures that we’d roleplay in our minds for hours at a time.

I stood up and dusted my knees. Planting my hands on my hips, I cried out, “You’re not gonna get away this time, Lord Maxian! I’m here to save the princess!”

“Again?” Kara cried back in her best villain voice. “Well, she’ll be a fine roast when I’m done with her!”

The cage holding Adelaide swung dangerously over the lava pit, but she didn’t really seem to notice her own imminent danger. With all the grace of a soap opera actress, Adelaide tossed her head back and crooned, “Help me, Sir Longbottom! I don’t want to be a roast!”

With a snicker, I floated up into the air, but another bolt of electricity slammed through me with enough force that it left me stunned and flung me to the floor. I hadn’t expected Kara to use this kind of force, but she must have known I was going to power up. Bracing myself with a knee, I panted a little as I caught my breath. 

“Flight won’t save you, Sir Longbottom! Nothing will!” Kara’s evil cackle bounced off the walls all around me, but still, I couldn’t see any trace of her. She had to be invisible, and she must have installed the same technology into the traps and devices she was using to blast me. 

With gritted teeth, I closed my eyes and sucked in a breath as I pulled more power inside of me. It flew through me in a hot rush, and I channeled it deep into my muscles. 

“You underestimate me, Lord Maxian!” As I stood, I tipped my head back in a mighty laugh, hands on my hips again. 

I overestimated the speed I’d increased to, and I zipped across the entire obstacle course in a mere blink to wind up on the opposite side of the lava pit. Behind me, another bolt of electricity snapped far too late to catch me. 

From the shadows, Kara pretended to be distressed. “What’s this? You are fast now, Sir Longbottom?”

“I invented super speedy boots,” I called with pride. “They can also jump!”

I demonstrated by jumping high into the air and catching Adelaide’s cage over the pit. With one easy motion, I broke it open, snatched her, then flew her to safety. Then I set her down by the doorway.

“My hero!” Adelaide pinched my cheek, then kissed me wetly. 

I bowed to her. “Only doing my duty, Princess Pea.”

“Electricity stuns you,” Kara said as she finally reappeared a few feet away and grinned. “I noticed that back on the beach. Good to know.”

“That kind of voltage could stun anyone,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, but you’re not just anyone when you’re powered up. You’re almost invulnerable, so knowing a potential weak point means we can protect you from it. Lucky for you, Eric’s on our side.” She smirked. “This was his idea. Glad to know it didn’t seriously hurt you. I was… I was a little concerned when you took a knee.” 

I closed the distance between us and took her hands in mine while Adelaide headed back to the cage for the next round. 

“You’d never hurt me,” I told her with earnest wide eyes. “I promise.”

Kara’s own didn’t seem to agree. Her blue gaze settled to the floor like it had so many times since our reunion, and she shook her head. “You’re so confident about that.”

“I am,” I insisted.

I expected her to pull away as she had so many times before, but this time, Kara looked me deep in the eyes and held my gaze with confidence. 

“I miss being six,” she confessed quietly. “I miss all the games we’d play. It was easier back then.”

“Hey.” I caught her chin and forced her eyes back to me when they wavered to the floor again. Her scarlet hair spilled from her shoulder, falling behind her like a red river. “We’re not that old. I can be six in spirit if you’ll stop tripping over invisible demons.”

She snorted. “You’re one to talk.”

“That’s why I need you,” I said as I squeezed her hand still in mine. “You and Andie both. You’ll slap me every time I start moping like a moron.”

“You can be a bit of a moron.” She grinned, suddenly chipper at the idea. “But you’re…. you’re my moron. Well. I’m willing to share with Andie, I know she’s got a claim too.” 

My heart fluttered at the idea. She smiled up at me. “C’mon, Nick. Let’s get out of here.”
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Chapter 18
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The sun bathed Triton’s classroom in a soft golden light. It brought out the aging lines that surrounded the older hero’s eyes as he scanned each of his students with a mysterious expression. While he seemed to be well after the confrontation on the beach, I noticed that he moved a bit slower than usual, even days after the attack. His bones seemed to creak as he settled down into the chair behind his desk. 

I couldn’t help but frown. Alexandria sorely needed his ability in defense of her borders, but it was quickly becoming evident that he was just one aging man with his eyes fixated on retirement. It was troubling to see him so close and notice age creeping up to him. To me, Triton had always been this monolith of a human being, a man who towered above the rest of society and defended it from all harm. He’d always lingered on the fringes of my life, influencing the world at large. He was… Triton. A hero for heroes.

When his eyes finally settled to me, I wanted to shrink from underneath that scrutiny and fly off into the ether somewhere. I wasn’t ashamed of whatever he saw in my ability, but I didn’t like the way his gaze lingered. I couldn’t tell whether it was pride for the way I’d handled what had happened on the beach, or disappointment that I’d decided to go after her on my own in response to the provocation. Either way, I knew that I’d done what I could. I stared back at him with a level gaze.

Whatever thoughts swirled around in Triton’s head, he kept them closely guarded. His gaze scrolled over the class again as the students settled into their seats and eventually drew attention with a clear of his throat. Every eye swerved to him.

“As you have learned thus far, sacrifice is quite common in a hero’s line of work,” Triton began as he folded his hands on the desk. “It is very easy to become complacent with it. You will lose certain battles against your foes, and lives will be torn asunder in the chaos. Getting used to the idea of loss and accepting it is an effective coping measure, but we should never be content to sacrifice an innocent life, even if it is done in trade for others. 

He raised a finger. “However, there are times when choice seems removed from us, and to that end, I have a scenario I would like to discuss with each of you. Imagine, if you will, that someone you love a great deal is in terrible danger at the hands of a villain. Naturally, you’d want to rescue your loved one, but the villain delivers an ultimatum before you can act. There are several bombs set up and hidden around a local school.” 

Triton then opened his palms and held them up as if they were the scales of justice. He rose up the right hand first. 

“If you decide to save the school, your loved one dies.” He then lowered his right and raised his left palm at the same time. “If you save your loved one, the bombs are activated, and the people within the school die instead. The clock is ticking, and the villain is keen to remind you of this as he mocks you while you try to find a loophole around your current predicament. You do not have time to warn the school and evacuate everyone, and the police won’t be fast enough to act in your stead. What do you do?”

It was Matt who answered first. He wore a troubled expression as he glanced down at his hands where they twisted anxiously on his desk. 

“Judgment wouldn’t let a villain manipulate him like that,” he began. “If I make a choice and the other side dies, he says that I shouldn’t carry the guilt of that loss with me.”

Triton nodded, and while he looked pleased, he didn’t look quite convinced. “He is correct, of course, but that does not stop the situation at hand. If you do not make a choice, both will die regardless.”

“So I save the school,” Matt barked as he slashed with frustration at the air. He didn’t look comfortable with the choice, but he was firm when making it.

“You prioritize children over your loved one?” Triton’s tone wasn’t judgmental, but he glanced to Kristen with a pointed look, who shrank underneath the gaze. “Your sister?”

“No, that’s stupid.” Matt shook his head, a stubborn light in his eyes. “All life is important. It’s just… you know, one over the many. You save more lives with the school.”

“What do you think, Ms. Barbur?” Triton gestured for Kristen to speak, who was not at all content with the notion. 

“To be honest, I’d… I’d save my loved one,” she confessed quietly. She was ashamed, and Matt twisted to look at her with a surprised lift of his brow. She sank down even further into her chair and avoided looking back at him. “If I really loved them, I’d want to put them above the whole world. Even… even others. It may not be right, but emotions are what they are. I can’t feel bad about it. It’s just… that’s how it works.”

“Of course not,” Triton soothed. His eyes were gentle, and he smiled to ease some of her tension. “Your honesty is really quite enlightening, my dear. Love is a powerful motivator. There aren’t many who would willingly make such a trade.”

Elianna lifted her hand, and Triton nodded for her to speak. 

“But what about another way?” she asked. “Like, what if the bombs could be disabled remotely? An EMP, maybe? And what if—”

“It’s a hypothetical exercise, my dear,” he pointed out. “There is a correct answer to this problem, but you’re looking in the wrong place.”

Elianna crossed her arms in disgust, and Triton gestured for an explanation at the sudden sullen attitude. 

“It just seems weird that you can’t save them both.” She sighed. “That doesn’t seem fair.”

Triton smiled mysteriously, and I read it plain as day: Whoever said you couldn’t? 

This expression flew right over her head, and she ticked her fingers quietly while she considered various ways of disabling the bomb from afar or saving the loved one while sparing the school. Triton’s expression was patient when he gestured at Aylin, who blushed at the sudden attention placed on her.

“I… I do not know,” she confessed. “I wish to think on this.”

Kara nodded to her right and added, “Me too.”

Andie, of course, had another tactic in mind. “I’d go in guns blazing!” She grinned as she sent a wink my way. “Is the trigger on him? I bet I could stop him before he sets off the bombs.”

“Yeah!” Eric bounced in his seat and pumped his fist in the air like we were discussing a trip to a theme park instead of death and mayhem. “I bet I could too! One big zap, and bam!”

“Bam?” Triton lifted a brow at that phrasing. 

“Yeah! Hit ‘em right in the smacker. Andie and I got it right.” Eric crossed his arms, fully confident they would win.

But Triton shook his head. “A frontal assault is the most dangerous option, and one your villain would be planning on. You threaten the person holding the trigger to the bombs, the school may explode in the chaos… and that is assuming he is even controlling that trigger in the first place. Just as you have your allies, so to do villains have theirs. It could be just as likely that one is hiding in the shadows far from your position, waiting for some sort of signal that you are not privy to.”

Andie and Eric weren’t satisfied with this answer, and both seemed convinced they could stop it by brute force alone. I had to roll my eyes, though the smile I wore was an affectionate one. They would be the type to ignore all nuance and attack the impossible head-first. When Triton’s gaze settled back to me, I shrugged in response. 

“Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?” 

“It would not seem so, Mr. Gateon.” Triton shook his head and gestured at the rest of the class, still stumped as to the answer he was looking for. “Do you have an answer?”

“This isn’t something you can do alone,” I said as I glanced between Kara, Aylin, and Andie. “As you said, every hero has their allies, and I’d have mine too. I’d send the fastest of my team to deal with the bombs in secret while I distracted the villain with a back-and-forth banter. Because I’m used to dealing with my team, I’d probably already be wearing some kind of communication device, and no doubt they’d tell me when the bombs were cleared. So I just stall the villain, wait for the others to take care of the school, then attack once I get the signal that it’s clear. I save my loved one, I save the kids, job done.”

Triton’s smile was both proud and very pleased. The tension in my shoulders that I hadn’t even noticed was there eased a bit, and I sank a little in my chair with some relief. 

“Precisely,” he said as his eyes scrolled over each of the students in turn again. “A hero who acts alone is walking a very dangerous path and falls victim to situations such as this. No matter your potential in power, no matter how well-trained you are, and how strong your will, there will always be a time when the impact of a good ally makes all the difference. What separates a great hero from an ordinary one is the recognition of that. Never let your pride interfere with your duties.”

We had a break in classes after Triton’s lesson, so Aylin and I settled out in the courtyard to soak in the sun’s rays before evening crawled over the campus. Aylin had been very quiet since the fight on the beach, and I’d come to recognize her expression as one of thoughtfulness. She was deeply philosophical and always wondered at the differences between her own culture and that of humanity. I nudged her side with a gentle arm, and she smiled at me sweetly. The soft glow of her swirling patterns was hypnotic, and I let my eyes follow them with a steady gaze. She ducked her head at the attention, a dark blush coloring her pretty purple skin.

“I have a question for you, Starlight,” she said at last.

I lifted a brow, and she cleared her throat as she glanced off toward some distant void I couldn’t see. 

“Sure,” I said. “Ask away.”

“It is… a confusing one,” Aylin began. “In class today, Triton mentioned the role of villains, and how they might place one in a very precarious position. I am reminded of the woman on the beach. You said her name was Fulgurite?”

I frowned a little at the reminder and nodded slowly. “Yes, she’s a high-ranking officer in my father’s army,” I admitted. “I don’t know her record, exactly, but to rise in his ranks requires a bit of… cruelty.”

Aylin’s frown joined mine, and she sighed a little. Her hands curled into troubled fists in her lap. “I do not understand the nature of a villain. On my world, they do not exist. There is a tyrant, and there are many troubles, but… a villain? What is the purpose?”

I sighed and leaned back on the stone bench where she sat together. I looked up at the sky and saw that the sun had dipped just below the horizon, splashing the clouds with a colorful sunset. 

“That depends on the villain.” I shrugged, a little bit uncomfortable with the topic. “I don’t know Fulgurite well enough to confirm her own motives, but often a villain comes from a place of suffering.”

She lifted a brow at that as she no doubt recalled our conversation about rehabilitation. “You mean to say that tragedy twists them?”

“Loss is… difficult to bear, especially when it’s someone very close to you.” I closed my eyes and remembered the expression my father wore on the day we said goodbye to my mother. She was an innocent, too good for the world that bore her. 

“I understand,” Aylin confessed quietly as she seemed to note my expression. “It is hard to move on from such things.”

“But not impossible,” I said with conviction. “Some people, they… they find a way forward. I did, I guess. Andie, too.” I fell silent for a moment and lingered on that thought. 

I did move on after losing my mother and made a point not to dwell on her passing. From what I’d learned about Andie, she’d done much the same. There was a certain strength in that, and I couldn’t help but love her a little more for it.

“But… for others, it breaks them,” I went on as I thought of my father. “They become bitter. Cruel. I don’t think anyone is ever born to be evil, because we all start as children, you know? Babies. You don’t point a finger at a baby and go, ‘He’s going to take over the world someday.’”

Aylin frowned at that. “But we believed we could. In our history, during the time of the machines, we would adjust the personality of those that we thought carried negative traits. Children were also readjusted. It wasn’t until they were destroyed in the war that it was suggested that what was done was wrong.”

The idea of essentially mindfucking a child was not a pleasant one, and I frowned at that. 

“Children are born innocent,” I said as I shook my head. “Some may carry some mental illness that extends a certain danger, but that does not equate them into becoming a killer. No, I think we’re shaped by our experiences. The good, the bad, the ugly.”

Aylin gestured at me while looking me up and down with a critical eye. She seemed pleased by what she found there. 

“And your experiences shaped you, Starlight?”

I shrugged, trying to be modest. “Sure. I’ve had some bad, and I had a bit of ugly too, but I also had a lot of good. I try to focus on that. I mean, I found you and Andie and Kara. I’ve got Eric. Gemma’s always been there for me too. It’s you guys that keep me sane, you know? And before I met you, it was the little things. A sunny day. A lucky penny. A chocolate bar.”

“Chocolate?”

“Oh, you haven’t had chocolate yet? We need to fix that, it’s amazing.”

Aylin turned to me fully and brightened up a little. “I would very much like to do so. Do you think we could convince a villain to stop being terrible if we gave them chocolate bars?”

I laughed at the notion, then laughed a little harder when I realized she was utterly serious. 

“Sure,” I huffed as I wiped the tears of mirth from my eyes. “Next time we run into Fulgurite, we’ll give her a chocolate bar.”

“You don’t sound convinced, Starlight.”

I laughed again and gently hugged her with one arm. “I’m willing to try anything once. Maybe I’ll send my dad one, too. You never know.”
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Chapter 19
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That weekend brought us into town, where the five of us each bought movie tickets to see Attack of the Giant Octopus on the big screen. It wasn’t exactly the most amazing movie in the world, as ancient and cliche as its name suggested, but Eric was pretty hyped to see it return to theaters, and he practically dragged Aylin down to the front aisle, so the two had to crane their heads back to see the whole screen. 

Aylin had never seen a movie before, so she was pretty excited about the concept.

“You’re gonna love it,” he squealed as his knee bounced a mile a minute. “It was my grandpa’s favorite, and I watched it all the time when I was little. There’s this scientist meddling with genetics, and some chemicals get mixed with this octopus he’s doing tests on, and—”

From the back of the theater, I cupped my hands and called out to him. “Let her watch the movie, buddy!”

This didn’t deter his excitement, and he just burst forth into yet more spoilers about the upcoming events. Aylin didn’t seem to mind, her glowing white eyes wide with wonder. She asked him the purpose of such a movie, and if there was some deeper lesson to be learned from it. 

I rolled my eyes and settled back in my seat. Both Andie and Kara had settled in on either side of me. I had my arms draped over both, and Kara was busy fiddling with a device in her hand while Andie snuggled up close and rested her head on my shoulder. I kissed the top of her head with a sigh.

“The movie was a good idea,” I admitted. “Aylin seems happier today.”

Andie glanced upward with a big smile. “I wanted to check out some of the newer films, but Eric was pretty insistent on a classic.” She chuckled when she heard him explaining claymation to Aylin down on the front row, complete with bombastic hand gestures. “He’s a hoot.”

“He’s something, alright.” I rubbed my palm up and down her shoulder and sighed in contentment. 

The movie flickered to life in all its black and white glory, crediting long-dead actors and the work of a company now retired from the business. I’d never been one for media, myself. It was difficult to sink into the worlds they provided when I was so focused on my own. Most of my life before attending Valcav had been a blur of training regimes. 

Eric had clearly led a different life, well-loved by a caring mother and provided for by a father who worked hard and adored him. He was cultured in all the little nuance things I didn’t understand, caught references that often sailed above my head for miles. He was young and boisterous, and it didn’t seem like anything ever really phased him. Hell, he was content to be my friend simply based on the idea of my name, and he did it without paying mind to the weight it carried.

I wouldn’t say that I envied him, precisely, but I was glad to know that at least one among us had led something of a stable life by comparison. I kissed the top of Andie’s head again as I remembered what she’d shared of her own past. 

“You ever spend time at the theater, here?”

“Sometimes.” She nodded. “We rarely had the cash, but I knew how to sneak in. ‘Course, it got easier once my powers developed.” She grinned a little saucily. “I can fit underneath a locked door, you know.”

I snorted as I remembered all the other things she could do with her particular set of skills. “Useful if we ever need to break in somewhere,” I confessed. “You never know.”

To my left, Kara hummed and shoved her little gadget back in her pocket. She leaned into me just like Andie had and rested her head on my shoulder with a light yawn. She didn’t say anything, but I kissed the top of her head like I had Andie, and she smiled a little. 

“What about you, Kara?” I asked. “You a movie buff?”

“Only in the technical sense,” she admitted quietly. 

She gestured at the screen where a claymation tentacle was smacking over a small model building. The screams of horror that answered it were somewhat hilarious, and I chuckled. 

“You might laugh,” Kara pointed out, “but it takes a lot of patience to animate clay. The idea that we went from this to green screens is pretty fascinating. Practical effects aren’t what they used to be.”

“So you’re a hipster,” Andie chuckled. She reached over to clap her hand gently on Kara’s knee. “No surprise there.”

“Am not,” Kara shot back, though her smile was evident that the insult meant nothing. “I actually like the progression in tech, I just think the classics are worth noting. Back then, actors had to scream at ridiculous costumes. Now, they scream at people dressed in motion-capture gear. The end result looks great, but I can’t imagine the talent it takes to not laugh at a guy snarling in a rubber suit covered in little green balls.”

I chuckled at that, and several rows ahead of us, Eric pumped his fist in the air. The octopus was now as big as the city and was toppling skyscrapers as it oozed its way toward some pretty damsel in a white dress.

“I never saw too many movies, but I’ve always liked a good romcom,” I admitted.

Andie snorted. “That’s because you’re a total romantic. Knew it the first day we met. The way you looked at me…”

“Yeah, well, maybe I just like blondes,” I retorted. 

“And redheads,” Andie accused as she gestured at Kara. “And pretty purple alien princesses, of course.”

Kara blushed at the accusation and pretended not to hear her. She did point to Aylin, though. 

“Andie, a blind, deaf monkey would find Aylin attractive,” she admitted. “That’s not even fair.” 

Aylin was too engrossed in the movie to overhear us, her glowing eyes locked to the screen. Oddly enough, she seemed engaged in the actual horror, and a dark purple hand had come up to cover her mouth while she gawked at the devastation the giant octopus had wrecked upon the city. 

“True,” Andie admitted. “I’m almost done painting her. Took me a while to nail down all the little patterns, but she’s really pretty to look at.”

She really was. My eyes kept falling to the glowing patterns and the little smile she wore as she stared up at the screen. Her words from the other day still lingered in my mind. She’d come from such a troubled world and greatly wished to understand a way forward for her people. She wasn’t keen to share the details of her past, but I’d gathered enough at this point to know what she’d left behind was a terrible thing. 

“I want to help her,” I confessed as I tore my gaze away to look at Andie again. “Every time she speaks of home, it’s with this strange mixture of shame and nostalgia.”

Kara was the one to cut it deep, though she did it gently. “You mean, the same way you speak about your dad?”

I grimaced but nodded because that was a pretty fair assessment. “Maybe.” I sighed. “She claims we have some things in common, I just don’t know any details. Unless she’s told you?”

“No.” Andie shook her head, and Kara did the same when I glanced to her. “Aylin keeps to herself at the dorm and doesn’t really speak to anyone but us. To be honest, I don’t think the others even like her very much.”

“That’s not true,” Kara said as she sat up a little. “They just don’t know how to talk to her. She’s from another planet, after all.”

“I sort of get that. I mean, men are from Mars, and women are from Venus, but Aylin? She’s like from Utah or something.” Andie smirked.

“Utah?” I questioned. “Isn’t that on Earth? Like… that should be pretty normal I’d think—”

“I dunno, have you ever been to Utah? It’s pretty weird.” Then she punched me lightly on the shoulder. “Anyway, my point is that they definitely keep her at arm’s length.” She gestured with a pale hand down to the alien princess in question. “Even the escort that came with her doesn’t really visit. I think we’re the only friends she’s got this side of the galaxy.”

“I just worry she’s lonely,” I said with a little frown. “She’s happy enough in our company, but I want to do more for her.”

“You do plenty, Nick,” Kara said quietly. She idly drew patterns on my chest while staring down at my lap and hardly noting the movie whatsoever. 

“Do I?” I sat upright in my seat as I looked down with a clearer eye. I felt Andie rub a calm hand along my spine. I was tense. I didn’t even notice. “I just want to make you happy. You, and Aylin, and Andie too.”

Kara sat up as well and looked at me. She tilted her head as a frown marred her lips. “Who’s to say that you don’t, Nick?”

“I… I don’t know, I guess you’re right. I just—”

She pressed a finger to my lips to stop me from speaking and then shook her head. “It’s not easy for me to say the words, but I… I look forward to seeing you every day, you know? You help in all sorts of little ways, and without you, I’d be lost. Andie, too. Okay? I’m here, and I’m happier than I’ve been in a long time. I… I really like you, okay? You’re strong, and you’re smart, and you’re incredibly good looking—”

Andie’s hand slid around my waist, and I felt her kiss the back of my neck. “I’ll say.”

“You think I’m good looking?” I chuckled at them both. 

Kara rolled her eyes. “Stop fishing for compliments, you dork. My point is that sometimes, despite how wonderful you are, things just take time. I remember what you said after scaring Brad, and I’ve been working on being more confident. It’ll get better, but you… you can’t save the world overnight, okay?”

“I don’t want to save the world,” I argued, even though that wasn’t true. I thought about nothing else every time I saw my dad in the news. “I just want to make you happy.”

Kara’s red hair spilled down in front of her pale blue eyes when she glanced to the floor, then to the movie still playing on-screen. 

“You do,” she said. “Every single day.”

I took her hand and held on to it. Andie leaned on me again and whispered in my ear. “I love you. She does too, you know.”

The silence that followed wasn’t nearly as awkward as it should have been. It wasn’t long before Kara began to lean on me again, and she dozed off halfway through the movie, apparently content in my company. 

Andie gave me a knowing look, then kissed me with another, “I love you.”

“I love you too.” I smiled.

Kara’s slumbering little form was half cuddled in the theater seat beside me. 

Andie nuzzled close to me and whispered, “She’s been making progress on the self-worth front, but be gentle, okay? Like you were with me.”

That caused me to laugh rather inappropriately, and she smacked my shoulder with a roll of her brown eyes. 

“Andie, I was a lot of things, but I don’t remember being gentle,” I huffed. “I seem to remember a count of four and—”

“Alright, alright,” she conceded. “Gosh, you’re insufferable, but you know what I mean, buster. Take it slow, and you’ll be alright.”

Glancing down to Kara, I kissed the top of her head again. She borrowed a little deeper into my jacket with a soft little sigh. The warmth of them both settled deep in my bones, and I closed my eyes. I could join her easily, given half a chance. 

“I’m the luckiest guy on the planet,” I whispered as I felt a nap coming on. My eyes felt too heavy to hold open, now. “I think I can be patient. No problemo.”

“Don’t overthink it, Nick.”

“Yup,” I babbled, then amended, “I won’t. She’ll talk to me, eventually. I can wait.”

I wasn’t sure how much time had passed after that. I was jolted awake with the feeling of Kara’s warmth leaving my side. She smiled down at me with her red hair falling over her pretty blue eyes. She gestured toward the door, and I noticed the movie had ended. 

Andie had joined up with Aylin and Eric, who was throwing bombastic hand gestures all over the place while he mimed the giant octopus destroying skyscrapers with explosive sound effects. 

“My favorite part is the boom, you know, when he does the—” Eric gestured again with his hands, imitating some kind of huge explosion. Clearly, I’d missed the best parts of the movie, because he was absolutely enthralled by the entire experience.

“Aylin, don’t listen to this nerd,” Andie scoffed. “Attack of the Giant Octopus is not considered a fine work of art. It hardly qualifies as a movie, to be honest.” She smirked. “The Godfather on the other hand…”

“Godfather is so not the same thing, Andie.” He gestured at the screen which was still rolling credits that were wrapped in and out of sinister black and white tentacles. “This is a classic!”

“Look, Eric, if you’re gonna obsess over monster movies, at least go for something on the par with Tremors.” Andie put a hand on her hip and wagged a stern finger at him. “Or even The Toxic Avenger.”

“That was a hero movie, Andie!”

She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Sure… framed as a monster movie.”

Aylin giggled very sweetly at their debate and nodded to herself. “Art is not so easily defined,” she said with a knowing smile. “You remind me of me and my litra.”

Both Andie and Eric said, “Li-what?” at the same time.

Aylin blushed a little at that and shrugged self-consciously. “Someone who… who cares for children?”

Eric’s eyes went wide. “Like a parent?”

“No, doofus, she means like a nanny.” Andie and Eric playfully elbowed each other. “Makes sense, you were royalty.”

“Ah… nanny… I understand. On our world, we have what you call theatre? With the stage and the—” Andie nodded, and Aylin’s smile was warm in response. “My litra enjoyed them and would take me to many as a child. We would always argue which was the best one.”

“So what you’re saying,” Andie chuckled, “is that nerd rage is a universal concept.”

“Makes sense to me,” I called out from the seats. “You’re big enough nerds to qualify.”

Andie wasn’t impressed. “You slept through the whole thing, Nick, I don’t think you can talk.”

With a yawn, I stretched my arms wide. Kara giggled at that and then held out a hand to help me up. I didn’t let that hand go when I stood, and neither did she. When we were both standing, we locked eyes for an extended period. Hers were a beautiful blue ocean that hid depths I wasn’t sure I’d ever know. Somewhere deep in that gaze was the girl who’d forced me to play house with her. I would play the father, she the mother. 

Like she’d said back in rescue class, those were… simpler times.

I was the first to look away. I glanced to the door of the theater and scratched the back of my head. 

“So, I was thinking,” I muttered, “Do you remember what kind of doll Stacy was? I wanted to replace it. You know, as a peace offering.”

I wasn’t expecting Kara’s giggle again, because I was utterly serious. She, however, seemed pretty certain that I was joking. 

“That’s so random!” She laughed. “I only mentioned Stacy as a joke. You okay?”

“Yeah, of course.” I smiled back. “I’m just curious.”

Kara’s blue eyes tipped back while she struggled to remember. Her finger tapped her chin in thought. “I think… I think it was a Faraway Forest doll. The box that it came in had this forest theme on it, and I was pretty big into elves at the time. She was a princess, I think.”

“Wait, Stacy was an elf?”

Still holding my hand, Kara led me out into the brighter lights of the lobby. 

“Yeah,” she said as she rolled her eyes like it should have been obvious. “You remember, she had those little pointy ears? I loved that doll. She wore this pretty floral dress—”

“Oh yeah,” I perked up then grimaced at the memory. “I’m pretty sure I tore that dress to shreds. Uh, sorry.”

She gently bumped my shoulder. “You did. After running her through the mud a bunch. I never did find her other leg, by the way. God, you were such a little shit. Stacy didn’t come cheap, you know. Mom was so mad.”

I ducked my head and remembered how ashamed I was the day after. Kara hadn’t spoken to me for days after Stacy’s untimely death. 

“I was… okay, fine, I was probably a little bit jealous,” I admitted with a light blush. “You really liked those dolls. I guess I wanted to hate them on principle.”

“You were six,” she pointed out. “I suppose I might forgive you, eventually.”

“Eventually?”

“Yeah.” She grinned and looked me up and down. It wasn’t hungry like Andie but playful all the same. It reminded me of when we were kids. “I like the idea of you being indebted to me. Pretty sure I can get a whole set of Stacys if I keep it up.”

“I’m not buying you a whole set of Stacys.” I snorted. “Why d’you even call her Stacy, anyway? She was Barbie, it’s on the label.”

Kara shrugged. “Barbie’s anorexic, and she’s got unrealistic life goals.” I thought that was a bit unfair to Barbie, but Kara seemed pretty firm on her stance. “Stacy’s more down-to-earth. I like Stacy.”

“But Barbie’s represented in all sorts of…”

“Nope. I like Stacy,” Kara interrupted. She nodded to herself as if to reassure the stance.

I chuckled and squeezed her hand in mine. “Whatever you say.” 

We headed toward the front door to wait for Andie, Aylin, and Eric. A flat-screen was playing the news on a wall nearby. My heart skipped a beat to see my father dressed in a suit and tie while he spoke to some journalist about current events. On the bottom of the screen, the heading read EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW WITH LORD INFERNO.

Thankfully, the sound was muted, because I was in no mood to hear his excuses. I could read some of his lips and could tell that he was discussing the incident on the beach. He claimed ignorance, and I sighed. Kara followed my gaze, and then gently turned me around so that we weren’t facing it anymore. 

“Ignore it,” she said. “That’s not you.”

I wished that were true. I crossed my arms, my mood firmly killed now. Kara rubbed a gentle hand up and down my spine, and repeated, “Seriously, Nick. Let it go.”

“Trying,” I admitted. “It’s just hard, that’s all.”

“I… I know,” she said, her tone a bit softer this time. She tsked in sympathy and continued to rub her palm along my spine. “It’s going to be alright. I don’t care what everyone’s saying, the attack isn’t your fault.”

I wanted to tell her that I believed her and that everything would be fine as soon as we got back to the academy and I could go on pretending that the outside world and all its politics didn’t actually exist. But that’s when Matt of all fucking people walked into the theater, flanked by the telltale thundering footsteps of Jack. 

At first, the four of us gawked at each other as if we couldn’t believe we were inclined to meet in the same city like perfectly normal people. I watched as Matt’s expression morphed into his typical resentment, and his eyes flicked to the newsreel behind me. 

“You see the news yet, Inferno Boy?” Matt growled. “He says he’s really proud of you.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes as I remembered Gemma’s words. “I really don’t care, Matt.” I tugged Kara’s hand and started walking out the door. I was in no mood for a fight, not tonight. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Nuh-uh,” Matt spat. He closed the distance between us and roughly yanked my arm back. He spun me around so we were eye-to-eye. 

I sighed and shoved him away from me, already sick of his bullshit. “The fuck you want from me, Matt? Jesus, just stop!”

“Not yet, Nickie.” He shook his head and gestured outside. “I wanna ask you something. I’ve got a cousin who got injured in that attack. I told him I’d break your arm to keep the world in balance.”

I scoffed and rolled my eyes at him. “Matt, just fucking leave me alone. I’m done playing your stupid little games.”

“But the attack was your fault, and turnabout is fair play.” He either couldn’t understand what I was saying or plain didn’t care. “We all heard what Fulgurite said. She came here and endangered all those lives just to see if you were making progress at Valcav. You’re their little warrior in training. The second you’re done here, you’re going to take over his fucking empire, and—”

I shoved him back again then balled my fists at my sides. He snarled and shoved me in return. I wanted to punch him square in the nose, but then I noticed Aylin entering the lobby with Andie and Eric trailing behind her. She started and looked from me to Matt and back again. Andie brushed past her when she noticed what was going on and flipped Matt a rude finger.

“Yo, you can’t even drop it out in public?” she snarked. “The fuck you want, Matt? We were just watching a movie.”

Matt gestured at the flat screen behind me, to my father and his ridiculous suit and tie. “You can’t tell me you don’t see what’s going on here. He’s using you! He’s using all of you! Nick’s going to turn, just like his old man, and I’m sick of taking the blame for being a bully when he’s the real problem! He’s a fucking Gateon!”

I gritted my teeth, but Kara’s hand kept me from attacking. She was a calm, steady presence at my side. 

It was Aylin who spoke up, her face troubled. “I do not understand your point, Matthew Barbur. A name does not equate to incrimination.”

“Shut up,” Matt hissed at her as he slashed angrily at the air. His eyes were crazed, and it was clear he was beyond reason now. “His father took over the world, murdered hundreds, including my mother! It’s in his blood to turn, and he will, believe me!”

Aylin tilted her head, glancing at the news feed. Her eyes lingered on the way my father quietly spoke to the journalist like he wasn’t the most feared man in the world. 

“Anyone can be reformed,” she said firmly. “Even him.”

Matt swiped at her with his claws in response while snarling like an animal. 

I quickly dove in front of her to protect against them, crying out, “What the hell, Matt? This is between you and me, leave her out of it!”

“Don’t be a fucking idiot,” he glared at Aylin over my shoulder. For once, he ignored me entirely. “You’re an alien. You don’t get it. He’s a murderer. That’s the end of the goddamned story!”

That was it. Matt could punch and kick and shove me around all he wanted, but threatening Aylin was going too far. I heard the cashier’s noise of protest beyond the concession stand just as I pounced on him and kicked him hard in the gut. Matt grunted through the pain and reacted with claws to my face, but I swerved out of reach and then knocked him down on his ass with a sweep of his legs. 

“You’re way out of line, Matt,” I growled.

He was back on his feet in seconds. Jack rumbled in between us to defend his friend, but Matt ignored the attempt and shoved me backward again, all aggression and raw hatred. 

“Then don’t put stupid ideas into her pretty little head!” Matt cried. “You can fool everyone else, but I know you’re gonna turn! I won’t let you hurt them, Nick!”

“Hurt them?” I asked, suddenly confused. “You’re one to talk.”

He flew at me, and I rolled out of the way. He crashed into a sign, cursed, and scrambled back to his feet again. When he tried to go after me a third time, Andie tripped him with an extended, stretchy leg. 

That’s when Jack decided to get involved personally. He roared to Matt’s defense like a bull in a china shop and managed to smash a window accidentally while barrelling towards Andie. She easily stretched out of the way, and Jack was unable to stop, having overestimated the ability of his brick feet to find purchase on the slick tile floors. He crashed into the concession stand, and the cashier behind it screamed in horror.

“Stop it! This isn’t the place!” I yelled as I stepped between Jack, Matt, and the innocents now fleeing the scene. “If you want to kick my ass, you do it in the gym! Not out here!”

“You’re not going to make it back to the gym,” Matt growled and charged at me yet again. His claws were out, and his rage seemed to give him even more speed than he had. He managed to catch me in the shoulder as I dodged out of the way again. To make matters worse, the broken glass on the floor made the terrain treacherous, and I cut my hands as I stumbled on it.

“And you wonder why I called you a fucking bully,” I shot back as I caught my balance, on guard for Matt’s next attack.

“Call me what you want, Gateon, I know the truth.”

“You think you know the truth,” I cut back. 

“I know enough!”

“Do you really?”

He roared again, but this time, he abruptly stopped, frozen in place. I felt an odd sensation in my bones and realized that whatever had happened to Matt had happened to me. I simply couldn’t move. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Triton dressed in casual attire, flanked by Judgment. Apparently, they’d heard the commotion and had come to investigate. Neither one was happy to see us at odds in the middle of the lobby. 

Efraim’s scowl could mellow even one of Matt’s tantrums, apparently. “Matthew, what have I said about these little tirades of yours?” The disappointment in his tone was quite evident. “You put your family to shame acting this way.”

My body was finally released from Triton’s legendary grasp, and I sank with relief at the sudden feeling of freedom. It was an awful feeling… my entire body frozen from the inside as Triton seized control of my blood and froze me temporarily with it. He could kill someone with that move, force them to do anything against their will, and it had single-handedly saved Alexandria many times in the past. But it was a move meant for villains. Not for me. 

Shamed for similar reasons, Matt scrambled away from me and headed toward Judgment with slumped shoulders. He was pale and terrified in the man’s presence, desperate to please his mentor after his wrongdoing. 

“E-Efraim, sir, I swear I didn’t—”

Judgment’s glare could freeze even my father’s raging fire. For a moment, he said nothing, but after Matt looked like he was going to suffer a breakdown, he spun on his heel and headed back out the door. 

“Don’t play me for a fool, boy,” Efraim uttered. “Come. I overheard your ridiculous ranting. We will speak on these matters in private.”

“Be gentle, Efraim,” Triton called to his back. “He is just a boy.”

“I will train my students how I wish, Douglas,” Judgment responded with utter coldness. “You settle your own matters. I will speak to you later.”

Jack’s thunderous footsteps rocked the lobby, but he followed Judgment and Matt back to Valcav. Triton waited until they left before he scanned each of our faces. He settled on me last and clicked his tongue softly. 

“I believe Gemma told you to keep your distance, hm?”

I ducked my head in shame as heat rose on my cheeks. Disappointing her was one thing, but disappointing Triton was another entirely. 

“I-I’m sorry,” I stuttered. “It’s just, he keeps doing that, and I…”

“Lars believes in a ‘boys will be boys’ policy where the two of you are concerned,” Triton interrupted, “but I have never been so convinced of such crude philosophies. You cannot control Matt’s anger, but you can control your own.”

“I-I’m really, really sorry, sir—”

“And to that end,” Triton continued as he ignored the desperation in my voice, “I would like to begin training you in private.”

I was still in the middle of babbling an apology, but then the world slammed back into place again. I blinked, staring at him, and then heard Andie cheer behind me. Her arm came around my shoulder. 

“He’d love that,” she said for me. 

I nodded in agreement, unable to speak. Personal training with the greatest hero in the entire world? 

Wow.

“Good.” Triton smiled and looked utterly pleased with himself. “Because you are all going to attend my lessons.” He looked at each of us in turn. “It is clear that Mr. Barbur is building his own power base, and I have something of a… bet going on with Efraim. Your team would do very nicely.”

Andie grinned. “You mean, you want us to compete at some point?”

Triton’s expression was mysterious, but I caught maybe the slightest hint of a mischievous twinkle. 

“I didn’t say that.” He gestured to the surrounding mess. “Now. Please help the staff clean up this mess, and meet me bright and early tomorrow morning, Mr. Gateon. Can you do that?”

Helplessly, I bobbed my head again.

“Good.” He smiled and walked right back out the door.
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Chapter 20 - Kristen
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My father held great respect for Judgment, but only in so much as anyone ever acknowledged their mentors. His reverence had been strained by unspoken demons. When he left for the Arctic, Dad arranged another mentor for us, wanting to guide Matt and me along a much different path. That mentor later died painfully at the hands of Inferno. It was said to be an unrelated event, but sometimes I wondered. 

Did Inferno even know the mark he’d left on our family?

Judgment took us under his shadowy wing in the aftermath, caring not just for our training but for our shelter too. It became impossible to escape his good intentions, such as they were. Despite everything, Matt respected Judgment’s mentorship and chased after the older man’s long black coat like a boy obsessed. Judgment was ever determined to deny him that affection, repeatedly citing the wrongdoings and inconsistencies of Matt’s actions instead of praising whatever he did correctly. This gave birth to a very insecure creature inside of Matt’s soul which grew throughout the year the longer he was forced to fight someone clearly out of his own league.

The more Nick Gateon continued to rise above the expectations of his tutors, the more annoyed Judgment became at Matt’s inability to do the same. 

And then there was me. I couldn’t help but wonder why we had to compete with Nick at all. I’d come to the academy angry at that family for all they’d taken from the two of us, but Nick had proved to be a decent human being who cared about saving innocent people, even at great risk to himself. He respected us both even as Matt ridiculed him, which was far nobler than Judgment would allow us to believe. Every day, Nick fought to overcome the demons his father had created, and with every little victory, the Gateon name became less of a curse and more a source of admiration.

If I wasn’t the product of a man who ran from his children and his problems, then surely Nick wasn’t the product of the man who’d terrorized the entire world. Why did their past have to become our present, anyway? 

I tried asking my brother, but he didn’t want to hear it. 

We didn’t talk much anymore.

It was a quiet summer day. Judgment had placed a heavy steel rod in front of Matt and then demanded that he make it float. For the next four hours, I watched Matt strain himself as he tried over and over again to follow that order by tapping into my own abilities. We could only share each other’s powers when we were both close by, and so I was forced to remain in the gym while he failed repeatedly.

I’d already mastered controlling Matt’s shifting a week prior, and because of it, I was far more durable than I had been at the start of the year. I could even fully transform if I wanted which was something even Matt hadn’t been able to do himself. Instead of taking the time to praise me for the progress and encourage Matt on his path to do the same, Judgment had used my advancement to ridicule my brother until he went pretty much insane.

Most of the subtext went unspoken, but everyone could hear it clearly: ‘Even a girl is better than you, Matt.’ I was better at Matt in most things and always had been, and Matt had hardly cared before. But now…

“He should take a break,” I said to Judgment who sat nearby in a chair while glaring at my brother’s lack of progress. “This is getting ridiculous.”

“He will continue until he succeeds,” Judgment insisted.

“He’s not making any progress!” I countered. “He’s just going to hurt himself—”

“He will continue until he succeeds,” Judgment repeated, sending a glare my way.

I glared right back but said nothing. I wasn’t intimidated. I already had a father figure, and I didn’t need to impress him either. As I watched Matt continue to struggle, a bitter thought kept crossing my mind over and over again.

He should be here. Not in the Arctic, avoiding the world. Here. With his children.

I wanted to make it stop, but Judgment was a dark presence who refused to budge on anything. The problem was that insecurity had dealt Matt a blow, and he was too much of a brute these days. He attacked everything with his claws first, unable to see the world clearly anymore. Bending metal took finesse. If I tried to explain that, I might as well be speaking French.

So I watched quietly and waited.

Until Valcav, Matt and I shared everything, abilities and training included. We didn’t have secrets and could spend hours in each other’s company without notice. When we were both very young, we’d also shared each other’s thoughts. Even now, I always knew if my brother was happy or upset. I always felt when he was in pain. 

But that was before Valcav. Before Judgment had taken over everything, really.

“You have a lot of iron in your system,” I said idly to the old man. “You should get that straightened out.”

“Excuse me?”

Judgment lifted a cool brow, and I seriously considered the ramifications of getting expelled from this stupid fucking academy for attacking a teacher. It would mean freedom for me to go wherever I wanted once the jail time was over, but it would also leave Matt alone to Judgment’s madness in the aftermath. Matt would never leave Judgment, not even for me. He needed daddy’s approval too much, and the first version had been completely useless in that regard.

This was the only reason I didn’t pull at the iron I felt thrumming through the old man’s veins. For Matt. For Matt, I’d suffer this. 

“Nothing.” I sighed bitterly, glaring out at the steel my brother still hadn’t been able to move. If I could just reach out and move it for him… but no. Judgment would notice. He always noticed.

“You’re a very unhappy girl, aren’t you?” Judgment’s tone was condescending, but for the sake of Matt, I continued to ignore it. 

“I might be,” I admitted. “You’re a bad influence.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes,” I growled. “This bullshit has nothing to do with Nick, you do realize that? He’s not his father. Anyone can see it. This is about you and your ego.”

Judgment rose to his feet, and black smoke curled around his legs. “How dare—” He looked ready to kill. 

Matt faltered, his eyes wide. 

I stood up as well and met the immortal man face to face. I didn’t fear him. What was he going to do? If he harmed me, I’d get him fired and maybe we’d find a real tutor. Either way, I was golden.

From off to our right, we both heard Matt’s plea. “Guys, whatever it is, I’m—”

“Quiet,” Judgment hissed.

I smiled at that. “You don’t like to hear the fear in his voice, do you? That’s pretty telling. It’s probably the same tone of fear Inferno had for you. Am I right?”

Judgment drew even closer, and the world around him shifted into darkness. “You presume—”

“You keep abusing my brother,” I interrupted him, “and maybe I’ll take care of that iron issue for you.”

“You dare threaten a member of staff?”

“It wasn’t a threat.”

Instead of appealing to Judgment’s growing intimidation tactics, I spun on my heel and marched toward Matt. I snatched his hand, and he helplessly followed as I dragged him toward the gym doors. 

Judgment teleported through the shadows and reappeared before us as a towering menace to blocked our escape with crossed arms. Matt immediately cowered and tried to pull away from me, but I held my ground and then glared upward at the man who had inspired that fear in the first place.

“We’re going to eat dinner now,” I said calmly. “Then he’s going to rest, and maybe tomorrow if he’s feeling better, we’ll try this again. Understand?”

I wasn’t sure if Judgment would relent, because he hadn’t for as long as I’d known him… but if he struck me, I won. If he refused to move, I won. After a tense moment, he stepped aside and dropped his arms. 

I won.
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Chapter 21
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Many worked to restore the beach after Fulgurite’s sudden attack a week prior, but the hurricane-force winds had caused significant damage, and even after all this time, debris was still scattered about the place. There was an army’s worth of work left to be done, an army’s worth of work for ordinary people, anyway. 

Triton had asked me to meet him on the beach for our first private lesson, and Eric had tagged along on the suspicion that I would be asked to help with the cleaning efforts. We weren’t out the door before Adelaide joined us as well, her hair tied up in a tight bun, clad in jeans and work boots. She was holding a big duffle bag of supplies. 

“Eric, honey,” she exclaimed as she came over to us. “I am so excited that you invited me.”

Eric looped an arm around Adelaide’s elbow, and the two skipped beside me like Dorothy off to the Emerald City.

“Of course,” Eric reassured her. He giggled like a schoolboy, still skipping down the sidewalk with her. “I can’t go to the beach without my favorite auntie, can I? Did you pack our lunch?”

That caused me to stop in my tracks, and I lifted a brow at him. “Wait, you two are related?”

Eric shook his head, and Adelaide chuckled like the very notion was utterly silly. They kept on walking, and I jogged a little to keep up with them. 

“Of course not, sugar! I’m just good family friends with the Meyers household,” Adelaide cooed. “We’re very proud of our dear Eric, aren’t we?”

“She and my mom used to be coworkers,” Eric explained with a chuckle. He quirked a silent brow to Adelaide, who nodded in assent and handed over her duffle bag. 

He slung it easily over his shoulder, apparently much stronger than he looked. I was happy to notice it because it was likely due to all the strength training we’d been working on together in the evenings. When we’d started, he could barely lift a wooden chair.

I thought back to all the times when Eric seemed to know a lot more than he should have. 

“Adelaide’s your source,” I said, wide-eyed. “That makes so much sense, now. She told you about Aylin’s arrival?”

“Well, duh.” Eric rolled his eyes at me. “Isn’t it obvious? Although…” He paused and granted me an apologetic look. “I suppose it wouldn’t be, now that I think about it. We worked hard to keep it on the down-low.”

“I’m a professional, sweetpea,” Adelaide admonished while wagging a finger at him. “I can’t be seen with a bias, even if you are my favorite little bias.”

Eric chuckled again. It was so odd to see them so content with each other’s company. Five minutes prior, I had no idea they were even traversing first name territory, and now they were apparently family friends. 

“Well, I’m glad for the help,” I said, smiling at the two of them. “Apparently, the beach is still in some rough shape.”

“Yeah, like, actual cars in the bay,” Eric muttered. “And that poor snow cone stand! I loved that stand!”

“Me too, sugar.” Adelaide frowned. “Me too.”

“Yeah, it was run by this swell guy named Roger,” Eric said knowingly. “He used to be friends with Ice Bringer. Roger’s a psychic, and apparently, he predicted the Titans winning the Super Bowl last year! How cool is that? When I talked to him, he said that I was gonna grow up to be an action star. Which is, you know, amazing, because I love action movies, but naturally, I haven’t acted a day in my life, and—”

“Eric, buddy, please breathe.” I clapped him on the back with a light chuckle. “Anyway, are you sure he’s a psychic? That sounds a little fishy to me.”

“Yeah, Roger’s the best! Why would he lie about something like that? Jeeze, Nick.” Eric rolled his eyes, apparently unimpressed with my logic. “So I also asked him about Andie, and he said that Andie’s gonna be a rock star. I told her that she should work on her guitar riffs to speed things along, and she said that she’s already a painter and that I was being ridiculous. And I’m like, ‘yeah, but what about a rock star who paints, that sounds awesome!’ She wasn’t convinced. I mean, she could have this whole routine where she paints on stage while singing a rock song, it could be badass! You should convince her, Nick.” 

“Yeah, I’ll work on that,” I said with a chuckle.

Eric and Adelaide went on about further prophecies Roger foretold, including one involving Judgement developing actual vampirism. Again, I doubted that vampirism actually existed, but Eric was convinced that Roger knew his stuff. 

“I’m telling you, they’re out there in the forests, Nick. Lurking and doing vampire things!”

“Vampire things, huh?” I was sold on the idea. It sounded amazing. “Out in the forest. Got it.” So maybe not that sold. Eric was a dork, and I loved him regardless.

“You doubt me, but it’s true,” he chided. “They’re out there, you know, like… lurking.” He struggled to maintain the point, unsure what it was that vampires would actually do in a forest. “Ugh, I swear, if you wake up one day with a few holes in your jugular, don’t come crying to me. I’ll just tell you that I told you so.”

“Uh huh.”

“It’s true, Nick!”

“I believe you,” I said, doing anything but.

When we finally arrived on the beach, I was surprised at how much devastation was actually still apparent. Triton waited quietly by an overturned pickup truck and admired the view of the bay. He wore casual clothes and a light jacket and was busy scribbling notes onto a clipboard. 

Most of the debris along the beach was stray wood and metal, but there were vehicles in the chaos, as well as various broken stands and trash strewn all over the place. I was certain our poor towels were also here somewhere, having been long abandoned in the chaos. 

Eric and Adelaide settled not too far from Triton and sat their duffle on the ground to browse various tools for the job at hand. Adelaide’s duffle produced gloves, two shovels, two trash bags, and a candy bar for Eric, who squealed with shameless joy.

When Adelaide noticed my attention, she waved and cried out, “You’ll get yours after the lesson, dear!”

I waved back, then met Triton with a careful smile. “Sir?”

When I approached, he gave me a solemn eye and gestured at the overturned pickup truck. 

“Good morning, Mr. Gateon,” he greeted with a slight bow. He only looked up from his clipboard for a moment, too distracted by the words written there. “To begin our training, let us start with something simple. How much can you lift?”

“Unpowered, you mean?”

“Yes, Mr. Gateon.” 

Eric and I did strength exercises nearly every night. I suspected Triton somehow knew because he wasn’t surprised when I immediately answered, “About two hundred pounds on a deadlift, give or take.”

Triton scribbled this information down on his pad with a slow nod. “I see. Very impressive, given your slim build. And how many pushups can you manage in sixty seconds?”

“My record is thirty,” I said, “but I think I can go faster with practice.”

“Would you mind if I timed you now before we properly start?”

Finding a clear spot in the sand, I dropped down to my knees with a nod. Triton slipped the clipboard underneath one arm and then pulled out a stopwatch from his pocket with the other. 

“Go.”

Immediately, I began a flurry of quick pushups. I was eager to please Triton, a hero I emulated more than most. Though my muscles burned in protest, I managed to break my record with thirty-six and felt the glow of satisfaction when he smiled in response.

“Very nice,” Triton remarked and recorded it on his clipboard for later. “Rest a moment.” 

I did so with panting breaths, already recovering from the exertion. 

“Do you think you could do the same while powered, Mr. Gateon? I’m afraid you’ll have to count them, as I can’t track super speed with my natural senses.”

“Oh yeah,” I grinned. “Two hundred easy.”

“Do you know that for certain?”

“Uh, no,” I admitted, blushing a little. “I’ve never exercised while powered. I never saw the point.”

“Time to start, then.” Triton’s smile was mysterious when he added, “Would you power up for me, please?”

I released a slow breath which sharpened back inward when I let the power flow through me. It jolted up my spine and spread throughout my body in a rush. Triton noticed the change with a lifted brow as he pressed the button on the watch to start a timer again. I ducked my head a little, embarrassed for a reason I couldn’t quite pin down. 

He tsked and leaned against the overturned truck. The stopwatch went back into his pocket, and he clapped a gentle hand on my shoulder. 

“That is quite the rush,” he said, his tone a little amused.

“Aylin says that she can see it. She says that I glow.” I felt a blush coming on, and the feeling of unlimited potential coursing through me did nothing to stop it. 

“Very likely.” Triton wrote something down on his clipboard and nodded slowly. “Sahanans can see far beyond the visual spectrum of an ordinary human being, after all.”

“She says she can’t see an end to it,” I told him. I leaned back on the truck and glanced out towards the bay. My father’s island was a sinister black dot on the horizon. “I haven’t found a limit yet.”

“Aside from the timing.” Triton smiled. He fished the stopwatch out of his pocket again and noted the current time. “It takes you a full day to recharge?”

“More or less.” I nodded. “After it goes, I’m… really, really drained. I get weaker, it’s harder to concentrate. I’m pretty vulnerable afterward.”

“Interesting.” Triton marked down something else on his board, and I didn’t bother to look. He pulled out the stopwatch again and set a second timer. “Now, if you would please perform the push-ups.”

In sixty seconds, I managed a whopping four hundred, and even I was impressed. Not tired at all, I stood up and announced, “It was really hard to count that, it was so fast.”

“Impressive indeed,” Triton noted. “That’s a huge margin, Mr. Gateon. Do you think you could do more?”

“Possibly,” I admitted. “I’m not sure.”

“We’ll have to continue that test some other time. For now, I would like you to clean the beach for me. This truck behind me could use the restoration power of a good hero.” Triton checked his watch and tsked. “It seems you have about seven minutes before your power leaves you. I would get going.”

Behind me, I heard Eric shout for joy as he found our towels. Two different Adelaides congratulated him, and a third went to retrieve them. I chuckled and nodded to Triton with a bright, beaming grin. 

“I can finish the job in five, sir.” I glanced around again, noting all the debris, and amended, “Six.”

“We’ll see,” he said and merely waited for me to start.

In a flurry of super speed, I raced up and down the beach. I sorted the chaos into various piles. There was the woodpile, the metal pile, the trash pile, and the car pile. The latter was the most ridiculous. Now that we were focusing on exactly how my power worked, it was strange to think that a few minutes ago the idea of lifting a car was insane, but while powered, I could do it one-handed. Probably even with my pinky. 

At that thought, I tested the notion with a small van and realized the only thing stopping me was leverage. With a sigh, I picked up the truck and set it on its wheels, then did the same to another car, and several bikes. By the time five minutes had passed by, the vehicles were resting back in the parking lot, the wood and metal piles held the majority of their wares, and the trash pile only needed bagging. Eric and Adelaide whistled in approval and took their bags to the trash pile. I sorted the drinks stand behind them, then did the same to many others toppled in the chaos. 

I even found the sign for the snow cone stand and dropped it at Eric’s feet. He cheered for joy and pressed the sign against his chest like it were some precious relic of history. The prophecies of Roger came up again, and both he and two Adelaides were deep in discussion by the time I returned to Triton. There were several more versions of her scattered along the beach, still picking up debris.

“All done,” I said proudly putting my hands on my hips. 

Triton was now seated at one of the tables lining the parking lot which were back on their feet with their chairs all strewn about. He smiled up at me like a proud dad and nodded. “It would seem your estimates were accurate. That was quite impressive, Mr. Gateon.”

Hesitantly, I found a chair and sat beside him. My mood shifted to one of nervousness. “Yes, I… I wanted to thank you,” I spoke up. “No one’s ever really given me a chance before.”

“Aside from Amazoness,” Triton reminded me. “She never quite stops talking about you.”

I nodded and smiled at that. “Gemma’s always been there for me. I know she looks out for me here as well. I wish I could do more for her, she’s already given too much.”

“You’re doing plenty by being an excellent student,” Triton said and smiled a secret little thing. “She’s quite proud of your progress. Your performance here on the beach was exemplary, all things considered.”

Being a mentor to Triton was the greatest honor I’d ever received in my entire life. Sure, being accepted into Valcav was a pretty high honor already, and the record break Andie and I had managed was something worth noting down as a point of pride. 

But this was Triton. 

As a teenager on my father’s island, I admired the man’s career and wondered how he’d managed to rise so effectively. Older than my father by nearly twenty years, Triton had been considered a mediocre hero during the height of the Inferno and Ice Bringer legacy. It wasn’t until after my father’s fall from grace that Triton developed his ability to control people through their blood and used it to keep Inferno’s army from taking Alexandria in the earliest days of his plan for world domination.

“Fulgurite outclassed me pretty badly,” I admitted. “Andie was worried, she thought I would get seriously hurt.”

“Correct though she might have been, it is a danger every hero faces. I admit it wasn’t due to lack of skill that I had you return to the others,” Triton said as he looked at me with calm, knowing eyes. “The fight had become personal for you too quickly. You are not ready to face those demons.” 

“But it’s my father—”

“No, it was a woman who works in your father’s employ,” he corrected. “You cannot let emotion get in the way of your training, Mr. Gateon. Fulgurite is a formidable foe, and she will use that to manipulate you towards her own agenda. She wants to test you, to see your potential. You know this.”

I ducked my head in shame as I recalled my father’s appearance. I nodded slowly, but Triton gently nudged my shoulder with a light sigh. 

“This does not mean that you caused the attack on the beach, Mr. Gateon,” Triton pointed out calmly. “Your father ordered it, and Miss Fulgurite carried it out with brutal efficiency. You have no part in that blame.”

“But if I wasn’t here—”

“He would have done so eventually.” Triton wasn’t wrong there, as much as I might not want to admit it. “He has had his eyes set on Alexandria for a very long time, and the attack on the beach was merely a test. Not just of your potential, but of our responsiveness. The force was too small and thin to be a serious effort in taking the bay.”

I made an unhappy noise and kicked my heel on the stone underfoot. “So why even bother? He wasted all those resources just to poke our security?”

Triton’s silence was an uncomfortable one in response. It was some time before he admitted quietly, “Your father… knows that I am getting old, Mr. Gateon. It is no great secret.”

I twisted in my seat to look at Triton up close. He was coasting along into his sixties. He looked great for his age, but he was worn thin just like anyone else would be. 

“What’s Alexandria going to do without you?” Without Triton, the whole fight against my father seemed futile.

Triton glanced at the stopwatch again and then set it back down into his lap. “She has many young heroes eager to prove themselves. I was one, once. We all find our moments to shine.”

“But I—” I protested, even if I wasn’t certain what I was going to say.

“You will be ready in time, Mr. Gateon,” he said with utter certainty.

I sighed, not so sure myself. I had become a natural leader in our little band of misfits, and I wanted so badly to be a hero that Alexandria respected, but I couldn’t even gain respect at the academy. I still woke to whispers, rumors, and accusing glances. I still answered for crimes that weren’t mine to bear.

“What is on your mind, Mr. Gateon?” Triton said, his voice breaking through my thoughts.

“I just don’t understand why Matt refuses to listen to reason,” I began. “Hell, not even just Matt. Pretty much everyone except the girls, Eric, and Gemma hate me. Or… fear me, I guess. But I’m not going to be him, I think I’ve proven that already. Haven’t I?”

Triton lifted a brow. “Do you need to convince yourself of that notion?”

“No… uh, maybe? I don’t know. I don’t hate him.” Uncomfortable, I crossed my arms in front of my chest. I heard Adelaide whistling a merry tune while she and Eric continued to bag all the trash. “I should hate him, right?”

“You ask as if you need permission,” Triton said, his eyes a little sad. “It is unfortunate that the young Mr. Barbur has become so enthralled with hatred that it has overtaken his life and ruled everything that he does. I knew another like that, and his name was Nicholas Gateon.”

My father. I cringed and glanced back at multiple Adelaides and Eric, who were digging through the trash pile while remarking that someone should compile a book of Roger’s prophecies. One of the Adelaides caught my look and smiled sweetly, then gave me a tiny little wave. I felt the tension ease a little bit.

“My father calls me that,” I whispered. It was a great source of shame. “Junior. Nicholas Junior. Sometimes just… just Junior.”

“‘A rose by any other name would smell as sweet,’” Triton quoted. 

At my blank look, he explained, “A name is a name and nothing more. It does not define who you are, nor what you are destined to be. I see your actions, and I see the makings of a great hero who will one day, with patience, perhaps even take my place. No small thing for a Junior, is it?”

My eyes widened at that, and I cleared my throat in the effort of something to say. Being Triton’s apprentice was one thing, but being his replacement? Impossible. 

“Sorry, I don’t think I can—” I began.

“And there it is,” Triton interrupted as he smiled that secret smile again. “You must stop apologizing for existing, Mr. Gateon. I know what I see, and I trust in that judgment. You need only attend the lessons, hm?”

“I-I suppose,” I stuttered, caught off guard.

“Back to my original point, do disregard Mr. Barbur’s continued attacks on your character.” His tone was still kind, even when he talked about Matt’s missteps. “He is too quick to defend his father’s legacy and too slow to recognize its complicated nature. The history between Inferno and Ice Bringer is a tragic one. They were brothers in all but blood, and Inferno’s fall caused a fall in Ice Bringer too.”

“You mean his retreat to the Arctic?”

Triton’s nod was slow and somber. “In the wake of your father’s spiral into madness, the city believed that Ice Bringer would take up the mantle to defend it. He did in many different ways, but it broke his spirit all the same. He did not fight with vigor, and in fact, there were times he did not fight at all. Other heroes were forced to battle in his stead… I was one of them.”

“That was before you became famous?”

“I became famous because of this,” Triton corrected. “It was during a battle with Inferno’s army that I learned how to use my abilities to control the human body. The city latched on to me after I managed to stop the tide of his forces pouring out from the island, but there were many other heroes that day. Amazoness and Judgment were both among them, and they too have been fighting hard ever since.”

I winced at the reminder. “Judgment doesn’t like me very much.”

“Efraim believes that you will follow in your father’s footsteps, and I suspect it is he that encourages Matthew’s continued course.” Triton sighed a bit sadly at that. “He is not a cruel man, but one of many faults. He is very traditional in his thinking. He lives by the rule that legacies carry their weight, and he refuses to consider that you might manage to overcome Inferno’s.”

“That’s kind of a ridiculous take on the situation,” I spat out, irritated now. “I’m my mother’s son, too. She was a good woman taken before her time, and her loss was what drove him insane in the first place. He wasn’t born evil, and neither was I.”

“Indeed,” Triton nodded in approval. “He wasn’t. He has tainted the Gateon name with his actions, but it would do well to remember that he was once a hero to all of us. Myself included.”

“And mine too,” I admitted bitterly. “I used to think the world of him.”

“And now?”

“And now I… I hate that I say my name, and people think I am him. Judgment and Matt especially. It isn’t fair.”

“‘A rose by any other name,’” Triton reminded me gently. “You may be a Gateon, but I argue that you are worth more than that simple summary, my boy. Just as he influenced your name, so too can you influence his.”

The fact that Triton believed so heartily in me was amazing. Until now, Gemma had been the only real hero that had believed in me, and I would be forever grateful for that. To think that I had the support of amazing people was mind boggling, to say the least.

Apparently, Triton read the look on my face because he smirked. 

“Thank you, sir,” I said, a little breathless. “I hope I can do everything you ask of me.” I nodded to myself. “And you’re right. This is a chance to prove everyone wrong, to change the narrative, and I damn sure want to do that.”

“Good,” Triton said. He glanced back down at the stopwatch and wrote something else down on his clipboard. “Correct me if I am wrong, but you seem to care about your father a great deal.”

My heart lurched in my throat, and I paled at that. I shook my head in denial, but Triton merely shrugged. 

“You feel guilty because you cannot hate him the way many others do. I should tell you a secret, then. I don’t hate him either, Mr. Gateon.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that. It seemed like I’d landed on another planet because the idea of Triton having sympathy for the man he’d spent decades fighting against seemed impossible. 

“You took me away from that island,” I said, “and you’ve spent a lot of energy and resources fighting him all over the world. That doesn’t even make sense.”

“I fight his madness,“ Triton corrected. “As I said before, he was my hero too, once.”

I crossed my arms, uncomfortable again. “I’m a bad choice for your apprentice. I don’t want to hurt him,” I admitted quietly, eyes cast down in shame. “I just want to fix him. To make it stop.”

“Had I chosen someone like Matthew,” Triton explained firmly, “the world would beget more wars, more death, and more darkness. It is because of your mercy that you have the makings of a great hero, Mr. Gateon. Violence is not always the course best taken.”

“I… I don’t know,” I said as I shook my head. 

I stood up and started to pace. I was floundering. Triton believed in me, wanted me to take up his mantle someday, and we both knew that I was destined to fight my father if I kept this course, something that I never, ever wanted to do. 

“He doesn’t even know I won’t join him,” I continued. “He’s convinced I’m just going here to train before becoming his successor. And… I don’t want to…” I couldn’t say it, but I didn’t want to hurt him. I didn’t want to hurt anyone if I didn’t have to.

“And perhaps you won’t have to,” Triton said gently. When I stopped to confirm that notion, he shrugged a shoulder with a crooked little smile. “There is nothing to be done of it, my dear boy. It is far into the future, and you spend your time worrying about so many things that are not within your control. Focus instead on your training.”

I felt my power fade a bit, and warned him with, “It’s coming.” 

I was expecting Triton to let me power down, but he shook his head. “Try to maintain it. I want to see exactly how much time you can manage.”

“Okay.” I gritted my teeth, stood in front of him, and hated the way the power drained out of me slowly and without control. 

After about a minute of struggling to hold on, I felt it finally leave me in one great uncontrollable burst. I stumbled a little bit, suddenly dizzy. I sat back down in the chair and hissed at how weak I felt. Triton stopped the timer and then noted it on his board. 

“Eleven minutes precisely,” he said with another patient smile. “Does it ever waver? Become shorter or longer?”

“I don’t know,” I confessed, blinking slowly. I was utterly exhausted. “I’ve never really tested that. Usually, after I let it in, I can take care of anything before it stops.”

Triton lifted a brow at that. “Let it in?”

“Yeah, it’s… it’s always there.” It was so hard to explain something that was such an internal thing that no one else could experience. “It’s sort of like a dam holding back this huge ocean. After I’ve slept, it generally wants to take me. I… I actually spend more effort blocking it than letting it in. Hell, when my power first manifested, it would go off automatically. I learned to control later on through meditation. I’m not really sure why I tire after ten minutes because the energy doesn’t really run out. It’s always there. I can still feel it.”

Triton hummed, apparently fascinated by this. He wrote down quite a bit on his clipboard, and I wondered what it all meant. 

“We will do this again and determine in time,” he said with a nod. “It is quite likely related to your body being unable to sustain the energy for very long. Perhaps your weakness is your own mortality.”

“So, if I was like Judgment…”

“It is difficult to say,” Triton sighed, apparently not happy with the reminder of his contentious co-worker, “but learning your weaknesses is very important because then you will better know the rules on which to fight.” He looked me over with a careful eye and added, “Now, I know this is a lot to ask of you right now, but do you think you could do another round of pushups?”

After losing power, it was always a struggle to keep standing, let alone perform a series of exercises. I knew what Triton was getting at, however, and reluctantly nodded at him. Slowly and carefully, like a man twice my age, I knelt down on the pavement by the table. I waited for Triton’s timer before I began.

I only managed about fifteen and quietly cursed when my body failed me.

“There is no shame in this, Mr. Gateon.” Triton gave me an encouraging smile. “You did well. Please, rest a little in the chair.”

I climbed back into my seat with an exhausted sigh. I wanted to nap so badly by this point, but I knew I’d recover if I just held on for a few minutes. Holding my head in my hand, I glanced up at him with tired eyes. “Any thoughts?”

“It would seem that our hypothesis is likely correct,” Triton explained quietly, marking something else down in his clipboard. “It is your body that gives out, not the power itself. It also leaves you significantly more weakened. I need not tell you to be very careful when you use it in future engagements. In your current state, you are quite vulnerable to attack.”

“I always make sure I can finish a fight before I power up,” I said and then yawned a little. “And I like to count the passing time. It’s usually about ten minutes exactly, but I don’t know for certain. Anyway, if it gets close, I start a retreat.”

“Fortunately, you have your allies, and they can protect you should the worst come to pass. Do not forget about them.”

“Of course not,” I nodded slowly.

Triton stood and bowed to me slightly. “To that end, I want you to attempt to power up each hour from now until tomorrow, in order to determine exactly when you will be fully rested again. Remember the hours that it takes because I will need to know. Oh and bring your girls to our next appointment. I have noticed they’ve become a great team, and it is time you began training as a unit. We will time your power again next session to see if it changes based on heavy use. I suspect it may.”

I nodded, stood, then bowed after a thought. “Thank you for taking the time,” I said quietly. “Really. I… I never would have thought…”

“Thank you for agreeing to my lessons.” Triton smiled. “We will work on this perpetual habit of yours to apologize for your own existence in time. You are quite worthy, Mr. Gateon.”

Again, I wasn’t sure what to do with that. Feeling heat on my face again, I bowed again and gestured toward the academy. “I’m headed back to Valcav. Thank you, Triton.”

“Call me Mr. Aberforth,” he said gently, “or Douglas, if you prefer.”

“Thank you… Douglas.”

“You’re quite welcome, Nick. Now, off to classes with you.”

A half hour later, I returned to the academy and was wandering its halls when I ran into Kara. She blushed when she noticed me. “Hi, Nick. Did the appointment with Triton go well?”

“Yeah, I think it did.” I smiled back. “Eric’s still on the beach with Adelaide. Uh, several Adelaides. They’re holding a vigil for the snow cone stand.”

Kara snorted, though she was a little distracted. “That sounds like them. Listen, Nick, I’ve been meaning to ask…” Her hands twisted in themselves, and she was very nervous. 

With a lifted brow, I asked, “Yes?”

“Do you think…? Well, there’s a carnival in town, and I-I was wondering… wondering if you would… you know…?”

I couldn’t help the grin that came forth, sensing where this conversation was going. Gently, I closed the distance between us and took Kara’s hands in mine. I met her deep blue eyes and slowly nodded. 

“Sounds like a date.” I chuckled and kissed her gently on the cheek.

She blushed even more, to the point where I’m sure her cheeks would have lit on fire with a little fuel. 

Bright red, she whispered, “O-Okay, good. Date it is.”

“Yup. Don’t tell Eric. He can’t keep a secret.”

“I won’t.” She smiled. “See you tomorrow. For our date.”

When I let go of her hands, I could still feel the tingle from where we’d touched. I felt her eyes lingering on my back as I headed towards the boy’s dorm.
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Chapter 22
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“You know, the last time I went to the carnival, I won this really big stuffed pig. I named him Norbert. I didn’t bring him to Valcav for obvious reasons, Brad would never let me hear the end of it, God, so I left Norbert at my mom’s house. She says she wants to give him to my cousin, but—”

I did my best to tune out Eric’s relentless babbling, even if it was a little bit endearing. Kara’s hand squeezed in mine, and she smiled a sweet thing. In a twist of events that didn’t surprise me as much as it should have, Eric had somehow found out about our date. Except that he didn’t realize it was a date, and decided to invite himself because he really, really liked carnivals. Andie then decided to join to play interference, and Aylin came along because she had no idea what a carnival was. 

Which meant that Eric began to explain his life story in detail. I loved the dude like a brother, but sometimes he was the younger brother that I wanted to choke a little. Did he even know what the word ‘date’ actually meant?

Andie chuckled and wrapped a flexible arm around Eric. “That’s nice, Sparkles. Hey, maybe you should show me where you got Norbert—”

Eric bounced on his feet, and little trails of lightning raced through his short blue-streaked hair. Andie was zapped for her trouble and retracted the arm with a wince. Eric didn’t notice. 

“Good idea!” he cheered. “I can win another one! I’ll name this one Roberto!”

Aylin giggled at his enthusiasm and followed behind the two. Just out of earshot, I heard, “I don’t understand. What is a pig?”

I led Kara in the opposite direction which just so happened to be the rides. She still seemed amused with a gentle smile and happy blue eyes that kept drifting up to my face. 

“Eric’s a sweetheart,” she said, chuckling a little.

I shook my head and glanced back the direction he’d disappeared. I was half-worried that Eric would come running back with a request to join him on his Roberto-hunting efforts. Not that it didn’t sound like a pleasant time, but I had different concerns. 

“Maybe, but he’s also a total doofus,” I said with a grin. “He should’ve known it was a date, meaning no invites.”

“I don’t think he even knows what romance is,” Kara admonished as she waggled a slim finger at me. “Let alone its customs. That boy lives in his superhero collection. It’s sort of cute, really.”

I gave her a smile. “Not as cute as you, though.”

“Or you,” she laughed, “and your corny lines.” 

I smiled. The sound of her laugh was music, and I wished I could draw it from her more often. 

“Anyway, I don’t mind,” Kara continued. “Honestly, it’s just nice to have friends, even ones that interrupt a date. I could get used to this.”

I frowned at the words and did a double-take. “You didn’t have any friends before Valcav?”

“No, I… I kept to myself, I guess.” She shook her head. Red strands fell in front of her pretty blue eyes, and she ran an embarrassed hand through her hair. 

Instead of prodding her, I pointed at the Ferris wheel with a quirked brow. She smiled again and nodded slightly, so we made our way there. 

The moon was high in the sky, and the whole wheel was strung up in colorful lights. Lines of red, white, and blue flickered up and down the spokes, and trailed down like a bridge at either side of it. I held Kara’s hand as we walked toward the ticket booth. The man behind it gave us both a knowing smile, but I ignored his assumption and passed him the tickets. 

We climbed into an empty car, and once our seat began to rise, I gestured outward with a slow hand. The carnival rested along the bay, and its lights reflected in the water to join the rest of the glittering cityscape behind us.

Alexandria was nothing if not a gorgeous city, a beacon of humanity’s potential and a bastion of hope against the storm. At night, spires of light rose up towards the heavens and streetlights dotted the lanes like stars. The red taillights of cars raced through the highway like a river. Always moving, any time of the day or night.

“I used to admire the lights when I was still on the island,” I said softly. “She’s a pretty view out there.”

Kara followed my eyes to the view, and her gaze became distant. “It’s prettier up here.”

Andie had a fondness for the darker, twisted aspects of Alexandria, but Kara wasn’t nearly so convinced. Carefully, I took her hand in mine, worried she’d pull it away the moment we made contact. 

She didn’t. Kara’s eyes found mine again, and they were an incredibly deep ocean blue. I could swim in them for ages without ever resurfacing again. She pulled them away a moment later, and her vibrant red hair fell before those eyes again, shielding them from my own. 

“I… I’m sorry, Nick,” she said softly. “I know I’ve been difficult.”

I rubbed my thumb where we held hands and ducked my head down to catch her gaze in mine again. She resisted at first, but I was persistent. “Hey. C’mon, look at me.” 

She did with no small amount of hesitation, and I felt myself melt a little bit. Her eyes were terrified and embarrassed, but there was a note of love there too. I felt for her. I didn’t know what was wrong, but I knew it was like to live in constant uncertainty. 

“It’s going to be alright,” I said, holding her gaze. “I promise.”

She flushed and ducked her head again. She glanced back over the city, her hand squeezing gently in mine. We were very high on the Ferris wheel now. The spires greeted to meet us as they combed the heavens. 

“I have something I want to show you,” she whispered, still not looking at me. “In my dorm room, I mean.”

I hummed in acknowledgment and continued to rub my thumb along her hand. I didn’t know where this thing between us was going, but I suspected that there was more to the story than base assumptions. Kara darted a quick glance at me before blushing and looking away again. She clung to the flickering fairy lights of the Ferris wheel like they held the secrets of the universe. 

“You’re different, you know,” she said, “than how you used to be.”

I lifted a brow at that. “I’d hope so. I was a bit of a snot.” She snorted at that and smiled a little. I considered that a victory. “Anyway, you’re different too.” 

Her smile fell again, and I shook my head and squeezed her hand in mine. 

“Not completely,” I amended. “There are still these little hints of the spitfire I remember. I meant what I said about Stacy.”

The smile once again returned, and I smiled back when she caught my gaze again. Again, we held contact for an extended period. I couldn’t quite manage to look away, and neither could she. 

“I like who you grew up to be, Nick,” she said softly.

As my heart fluttered with the beat of a thousand butterflies, I admitted, “I like who you grew up to be too, Kara.”

She ducked her head as if she didn’t quite believe me. She glanced out at the view again. 

“Hey, I’ve got no reason to lie,” I said. “I think you’re fantastic.”

“I’m not,” Kara insisted quietly. 

“You are,” I shot back. “You’re a ten. Eleven, even.” 

The Ferris wheel began its descent back to the earth. I tsked, still holding her hand in mine, and I gave it a comforting squeeze once more. 

“I’m not an eleven. Maybe a five at most,” she insisted again. 

“You’ve got lots of amazing traits, Kara. Keep that up, and I’ll list them.”

“Nick—”

“Alright, let’s see,” I said, tapping my chin with my free hand. “You’re a genius and a badass. You work well with the team, you can defend yourself pretty well, and you’re quick to act in the field. Oh, and I think your powers work well with mine. I can’t wait to see what we can do together.”

She blushed and twisted in her seat, utterly embarrassed. Her cheeks were flushed. “You haven’t said anything about my body,” she pointed out.

I chuckled. “Oh, well, if we’re going there, I think your red hair is absolutely fucking gorgeous. And your eyes… they could kill, given half a chance.”

A hand came up to her hair. She combed the pretty red strands, pulling the long bangs out of her eyes self-consciously. “That all?”

“Nah.” I grinned. “You also have a nice butt.”

Finally, finally, she laughed. It was a bright burst of joy, and I felt my heart warm a little in response. 

Wiping the mirth from her eyes, she shook her head and said, “Your butt seems nice too, I guess.”

I scoffed at the very notion and pretended to be offended. With one hand planted on my chest, I summoned my inner drama queen. 

“Nice? You guess? Oh no, sister, my butt is glorious,” I said. “You could flip a coin on it.”

“I suppose I have taken a peek from time to time,” she admitted with a roll of her eyes. Then, with a heavy blush, she added, “Those abs on the beach. I, uh, I liked those too.”

“I feel so objectified,” I joked. “I’m more than abs, you know.”

With a cool brow, she looked me up and down. Gone was the girl with little self-worth, and back was the first girl that I’d ever fallen in love with. I don’t know who’d convinced her that she was below-average on the scale of life, but I owed them a solid punch or two if I ever found out. I must have given her some bravery, because this time, her eyes were a bit hungry. 

“I beg to differ,” she said with a grin.

The Ferris wheel had finished its descent, and we soon came to a stop. I climbed out first, then held a hand for Kara. She took it, still a bit shy, and then followed me past the Ferris wheel back into the games area. It was a chaotic array of tents, gaming noises, bells, and cheering. It smelled like corn dogs and cotton candy. 

I kept a lookout for Eric because I wasn’t quite finished with my alone time with Kara yet, and when I didn’t see him, I looked for a game to play. I had a mission to get Kara a Roberto of her own. 

I was seriously considering the bean bag toss when Kara made an unhappy noise. I followed her gaze to a fish toss game, where people were throwing ping pong balls into little cups of fish. 

“That’s cruel,” she said, her brows pinched. “Most of those little guys are gonna die.”

They were feeder fish, probably bred by the penny, and likely sick with half a dozen illnesses. Still, a life was a life, and I understood her sentiment. 

“I think you win them if you get the ball in the cup,” I said thoughtfully. “I can give it a go. Save a few, maybe?”

Kara’s eyes brightened at the idea, and she bounced just a little. “Can we? I can get an aquarium for my dorm.”

I chuckled at the idea and went to the tall to pay a surly looking man for a bunch of balls. There were other contestants here throwing their own, and all missed their targets. The cups were arranged in a way where the ball was meant to bounce off the rim and miss its target. I would have to adjust for that. I gave Kara a thumb’s up as I held the first ball in my hand and gave it a toss after a moment of calculation.

It landed in the cup of a brown-and-gold fish, who lurched at the ball that invaded its tiny home. The surly man sighed and reached for the cup. He carefully placed the cup with the winning fish beside me and gestured for my attention. 

“Good aim, Mr…?”

I shrugged in answer, not really in the mood to deal with the bullshit my name always presented. Instead, I tossed another, and it landed in the cup of a pale gold guppie this time.

“Too good,” the man grumbled.

Kara clapped for joy, grinning from ear to ear. “There any rule on how many we can win?”

The man jabbed his finger at a sign. Painted in bright red capital letters, underneath the ball cost, it said, ‘FIVE FISH MAXIMUM PER PERSON.’

I gestured with the third ball, “You got one you want, Kara?”

She leaned a little against my side as she peeked over the row. There were black fish, spotted fish, goldfish, and brown fish. Likely half a dozen breeds, all of them freshwater varieties. She pointed toward a tiny little rainbow one in the farthest corner. When the light caught his fins, they glistened. 

“That one,” she said firmly. “I want to name him George.”

“George, huh?” I asked with a grin.

The man in charge of the stand began packaging the first two fish as I tossed my third ball. It bounced off four bowls before landing in the cup I’d been aiming for. 

Kara clapped with joy and bounced on her heel. “Nick, that’s amazing!”

“Eh, it’s nothing,” I said with a shrug. “Just takes practice, that’s all.”

“No, it’s amazing,” she assured me. “Two more?”

“Two more,” I confirmed and gestured with a ball in either hand. The other contestants had noted my skill with a jealous glance. I gave one a cheeky smile and tossed the fourth ball. It landed exactly in the middle, in the cup of a goldfish with blown out cheeks.

“Oh! A bubble eye!” Kara’s arm came around my shoulder as she craned her neck to get a better look. “I wasn’t expecting that. He’ll be named Bubbles, of course,” She grinned, nodding with confidence. “He should get along swell with George.”

I chuckled, though the man in charge of the stall was not at all amused. He snatched Bubbles, and his cup joined the rest. Kara watched eagerly as the man poured George into a small plastic bag and began to tie it tightly with a rubber band. I scanned the cups carefully with the last ball in hand and then nudged Kara.

“Any favorites?”

She tapped her chin while she carefully looked them all over. In the farthest right corner, there was a pretty blue betta fish. 

“Him!” Kara called out. “He’ll need his own tank, but him.”

The cup with the betta was obvious bait. It looked easy enough to sink a ball into, but it was so far away from the line and so clustered with the other cups that it was a very difficult target. Most probably went right for the cup, only to bounce off the rim of several others. 

Instead of aiming directly, I took a deep breath, and then threw the last ball hard enough that it bounced off the sign I was aiming for. The man behind the counter laughed, apparently content that I’d missed, but then the ball ricocheted off another cup. It bounced from cup to cup and danced along the rims until it landed exactly where it was meant to be.

The man’s grin turned upside down, and he scowled at me like I was cheating. 

I shrugged and smiled back at him with utter sweetness. “Looks like that’s it. Five balls, five fish.”

I crossed my arms and glared when the man hesitated on bagging the betta. He caved in pretty quickly once it was apparent I’d go through him if I had to. Kara cheered and then hugged me, her arms tight around my waist. She stood on her tiptoes to kiss me on the cheek.

“That was amazing. Thank you, Nick!”

Five minutes later, I was carrying three bags of fish, and Kara was carrying one in each arm. The first two fish I’d snatched were named Goldilocks and Spot, and Kara proclaimed they’d be very sharing the same tank with George and Bubbles. 

Knowing that the fish couldn’t stay trapped in the bags forever, we decided to meet up with Eric and the others and then stop by a pet store for supplies. Kara spent some time studying the blue betta while we walked, uncertain of what to name him. 

“He’s special,” she said quietly. “He’ll need his own tank, and he’s prettier than the rest. I want his name to mean something.”

“Could call him Eric,” I joked. At her blank look, I explained, “The blue matches the streak he always wears in his hair.”

“Oh! That’s true,” she considered. “But if I do that, Eric would probably explode. He can only handle adoration in small doses.”

I chuckled and conceded the point. “Well, no reason you have to name them right away. Give it time. He’s not going anywhere, you know?”

“That’s true.” She nodded and hugged the bags she carried close to her chest. Her eyes were a deep, fathomless blue when she looked up at me. “Thank you for saving them, Nick. I know it won’t save them all, but… at least these guys get a chance at something better.”

I shrugged, feeling a heat color my cheeks. “It was nothing.” I chuckled. “Really.”

“To them, it was everything.”

There was a moment of hesitation when she stared deep into me, and I stared right back. With my heart trying to beat its way out of my chest, I wondered if now was the time. We’d officially crossed back into relationship status at some point, and that meant things like kissing and hugging carried a lot more weight than they did before. I was hungry for anything she’d offer and was worried she’d run at the first opportunity. She was a bit more flighty than she used to be… a bit more uncertain about her own worth.

All the worry faded when she leaned forward and kissed me. Her eyes fell closed, and mine did the same. The kiss was soft and tender, but there was a great deal of emotion behind it. It was like I was a kid again, confused and obsessed about the strange, quirky girl who lived next door.

When we pulled apart, my eyes lingered on her lips. Mine tingled, eager to connect again. 

“Andie lives by the rule that people should talk about things,” I whispered. “And I… well, I mean I… what I want to say is…”

Kara pressed a finger to my lips and smiled. “I know, Nick. It’s alright.”

I shook my head, displacing the finger. It had to be said. “I… you were the first girl who ever… I really…” 

I’d said it before, even said it to more than one woman, but for some reason, Kara was different. This moment was different. It was harder to spit it out now that we were both standing here, face to face. Adjusting the fish in my arms, I grunted in frustration. 

“Nick.” She chuckled, rolling her eyes. “I love you too.”

And that was that. 

The tension in my shoulders melted a little, and I started, “Sorry, I… yeah, I love—”

A scream rang out over the hubbub of the carnival. An explosion followed it, and all I saw was a wave of heat and flying debris before the shockwave rocketed Kara and me backward into the dirt. I struck my head on a concession stand. The pain was secondary to the confusion, and I held my temple with a wince, blinking at the blurry chaos all around us. People were stampeding out of the carnival, screaming bloody murder. Desperate feet barely missed me, and I rolled over to check Kara. She was unharmed, holding the various bags of fish with a wide-eyed expression. 

“We should do something to help,” I said. “There are a lot of kids here.”

I heard a noise behind me and looked back to see Andie literally flying at us, having likely slingshot her body to close the distance. When she landed, she jabbed a finger up the air. I followed it to Fulgurite. 

The villainess floated up high, a black dot in front of the full moon. Her cape fluttered behind her like a living creature as she scanned the carnival for something. Someone, probably. Namely me.

I cursed. “Again?”

Andie nodded, her lips twisted into a frown. “Sorry, Nick. I don’t know how she keeps doing it, but clearly, she has some method to track you down.”

In the age of heroes, it was hard to say. A mind reader of some kind could invade a lot of privacy very quickly, and that was without considering technological means. Kara herself had proven that with her locator device the very first day we were at Valcav. In any case, I didn’t entertain the idea that we had a spy. That didn’t seem very likely. 

“Whatever,” I said, slashing an angry hand in the air. “I’ll go up and draw her away from the carnival. There are too many kids here, someone’s bound to get hurt.”

Kara shook her head unhappily, still holding onto all the fish. They seemed fine, though clearly distressed by all the ruckus. With a quiet little grumble, she hid each of the bags underneath the counter of the concession stand, promising, “We’ll be back to take care of you.”

“They should be alright, Kara.”

“That’s not who I’m worried about,” she spat. “You’re not fighting her alone this time, Nick. We work as a team or not at all.”

I sighed. Kara was right, of course. If we stood any chance of dealing with this, it was together. Aylin and Eric found us and ran up to the stand.

“You’re right,” I told Kara, giving a quick nod to the two newcomers. “I’ll play bait, lure her away from the carnival. You guys follow, okay? Hit her while she’s distracted. Kara, keep your… oh.”

I was going to tell her to keep her distance, but then there was a tremendous gun in her hands. It whirred with dangerous energy and flickered with a lot of little red lights. She primed some button near the trigger and then glanced through the scope up at Fulgurite. 

“This bitch is going down,” Kara spat, “and I’m helping.”

Andie blinked, a little thrown by that sudden heat. “You’re invested, I see.” 

“No one threatens my fish,” Kara said, a little too seriously. “They could’ve gotten hurt.”

Right. I shook my head, chuckling. With a glance to Eric and Aylin who nodded their agreement, I powered up. I wasn’t certain it would even come at first, because I’d been testing so thoroughly under Triton’s orders. When it did, my breath hitched slightly. The dam burst open and power rushed through me like a tidal wave.

“Alright,” I muttered as I took a slow, deep breath. “I’ll lure Fulgurite back to the beach. Should be empty this time of night. Be fast, I don’t know how long I can hold her off by myself.”

I waited just long enough to hear Kara and Andie both say, “Be careful,” before I launched up into the air like a rocket. 

I caught Fulgurite by surprise and then spun around in the air and bent over to show her my ass. I clapped it with a hand and hollered, “Looking for this?”

Fulgurite was utterly delighted as she laughed at my display. “What a naughty boy! Sorry about the interruption to your cute little date, but I figured, hey, my master wants me to test you, right? Because I didn’t really test you last time. Actually, I kind of went easy on you. If I test you again and harder, he’ll certainly be happy then!”

“Or you could just go home like a normal supervillain.”

“Ha! I’m not the supervillain.” She tapped her chin and tilted her head in thought. “That is, I suppose I am in this little bit of roleplay, but I’m a hero of the empire. Your dad gave me a little pin and everything.”

She produced a bright red plastic pin that looked like my father pointing upwards in approval. When she pressed a button on the side, his little tinny voice said, “You’re number one!” She squealed with joy and then actually pinned it to her chest.

“Congrats,” I said sarcastically, and she beamed at me.

“Thank you, sweetie!”

I rolled my eyes. “Go home, Fulgurite.”

“Nonsense! This party is just getting started.”

“Go home.”

She raised her fist into the air, summoning lightning from the dark, swirling clouds overhead. I just barely managed to dodge the bolt, then took off towards the beach. 

The carnival rested by a series of cliffs on the northern edge of the bay. Ironically, the beach wasn’t too far from the carnival, and I led Fulgurite back there, intending to pull her away from potential victims. The beach was largely empty after the original attack, and there were too many innocents in the carnival for this mess. 

“Where are you going, Nicholas? We need to battle proper, and all the innocents are back there!” She followed close behind, nearly as fast as I was in the skies.

“You already injured half a dozen in that first strike,” I called back. “No more!”

“But it’s so much fun!” She slashed at the air with her palm, and a gust of wind blew me backward. I spiraled out of the air and landed harshly in the sand. “You know, you should come back with me to the island. That would be a lovely surprise for my master!”

I used the momentum to roll forward and found my feet quickly. 

“I’d rather be dead,” I scoffed, fists balled at my sides. “And we both know you won’t kill me. You like him, don’t you?”

“Actually, things would be much easier if you were dead,” Fulgurite admitted. “I’ve tried to bed him for years, but he’s too loyal to your mother’s corpse. You remind him of her. Maybe I should kill you.” 

“Kill me, and he’ll make sure you die slowly,” I spat.

She tried to hit me with a thunderbolt. It clapped with a loud boom and landed not an inch from where I stood. 

“Oh, master,” she said, wide-eyed and falsetto. “I don’t know what happened! A freak storm hit, and I tried to save him, but… but then he was struck multiple times by the growing tides…” The bay churned ominously, irritated by the storm she’d created overhead. “I think… I think Triton did it! You know how he is with water! I think he knew your son was going to betray him, and he killed him to spite you!”

“That’s stupid! He’d never believe that!”

“Oh, master, I know you loved him,” she continued, with wide, crazed eyes. “Let me be your comfort tonight. I will avenge you.”

I launched up into the air again. The storm followed me, and the winds picked up incredibly fast. It was getting difficult to keep flying, and I nearly smashed back down to the sand again when she forced me to dodge another bolt.

“I kill you and break his heart,” she cried. “Then I can repair it and make it mine!”

Tired of being on the defensive, I cupped my palms and fired a bright beam of light at her. She reeled backward but then corrected herself far too soon, as the wind picked up tenfold. I cried out, unable to keep flying, and I slammed back onto the beach again. Andie was at my side a second later, and Aylin had joined her. 

“I cannot fly in these conditions, Starlight!” the princess yelled over the din of the storm.

“I know,” I shouted back. It started to rain, and then the rain became hail. It pounded at us like little icy bullets, and Andie stretched out her body to protect us like a big umbrella. 

She grunted in pain. “No, don’t. Eric and Kara need the cover.” Sure enough, Eric slid in underneath Andie’s contorted body, sparkling from head to toe in little bolts of lightning. I shook my head and reached to stop him before remembering at the last second that touching him was probably a bad plan. 

“You’ll just feed her energy like you did last time, Eric.” I glanced around. “Where’s Kara?”

He was about to answer when another boom shook the earth. This time, it wasn’t lightning. Fulgurite exploded into a tremendous fireball, and immediately, her storm died down again. She plummeted toward the beach and crashed into the sand, creating a small crater. My heart lurched my throat, wondering for half a moment if Kara had actually killed her.

Andie stretched her body back to normal in relief. I spotted Kara on a cliff’s ledge high above the beach. Her red hair whipped around in the wind. It looked like her gun had become something of a rocket launcher. She fired it again as Fulgurite screamed in rage and got back to her feet. So, not dead after all. 

“Thank god,” I muttered. “Looks like Fulgurite has some kind of healing factor. Or maybe it’s Dad’s forcefield?”

This time, Fulgurite reflected the rocket back with a strong blast of wind, and it spiraled back towards Kara’s position. I screamed when it impacted the cliff where she stood, and the last I saw of Kara was a tremendous fireball.
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I was seven. The door to the kitchen was locked tight. It had yellow police tape strung across it in an X, and I didn’t really understand why. I remember reaching to tear it down with small hands, but then my father picked me up into his warm, safe arms and led me out of the house. 

He took me to King Kone, a local ice cream parlor with a make-your-own sundae table. I was so excited that I could barely contain it, and the cashier chuckled as I struggled to read each and every flavor. I had a new favorite every time I went there, but that week, it was death by chocolate. I went with the theme and stacked so much syrup into my sundae cup that it spilled over and made a mess on the counter. 

My dad chuckled and cleaned it with a rag. I remember complaining that he didn’t order one of his own, but he claimed that he wasn’t hungry. 

We sat by a large window that glanced out at Main Street, and he watched me eat for a while in silence. 

I bit my lip as the moment went on, and I put the spoon down. I remember asking, “Dad? Are you okay?”

A shadow traced the lines of his face, and he said, “Yeah. Yeah, just… Nick, I love you. You know that, don’t you?”

I rolled my eyes, just like I did every time he did something sappy. My dad was an emotional creature, and I hadn’t really appreciated that at the time. 

“Of course, Dad,” I groaned. 

He smiled gently and took my tiny little hands in his. He met me eye-to-eye, his own a deep, dark brown that hid far too much pain that day. I felt my shoulders tense, and I pulled my hand out of his to reach for my spoon again. 

The chocolate was divine. With it, I forgot about all my troubles… which was more or less the point, but I didn’t know that then. 

I took three tremendous spoonfuls, slurping happily all the while, before my dad whispered, “Remember this. Okay?”

His voice had choked a little bit, and I blinked up at him in confusion. Tears swam in his dark brown eyes. Startled, I reached for him. I didn’t know what to do, but I wanted to help somehow. I’d never seen him like that before. 

“Dad? What’s wrong?”

“Don’t worry about it.” He palmed the tears with a frustrated hand and then shook his head. “Just remember this, okay?”

“Okay, but… but why?”

“Because I want you to have some good memories too.”

As the memory faded, and the storm swirled all around us, I felt the breath pull back into my lungs. Fulgurite’s eyes had become solid white, and lightning crackled about her form. She twisted to glare at me from the skies, her arms extended out like a black angel sent to destroy everything that I loved. 

“Aww. I’m sorry. That was your date, wasn’t it?” she tutted in a mocking tone and jutted her chin back toward the ruined cliff. Aylin launched into the air, screaming with rage, and took Fulgurite by surprise. She punched the villainess hard enough to send her rocketing backward. I used the distraction to fly toward Kara’s position, ignoring the storm, the innocents, even the others still fighting. Frantically, I pulled at the rocks and debris once I landed, screaming her name. 

“Kara! Talk to me!”

At first, she didn’t. Scared to death, I began clearing the area frantically. I heard Aylin, Andie, and Eric fighting down below, but I didn’t care anymore. When I caught sight of red hair, I cried out her name again and cleared the rubble one stone at a time. 

“Kara, please.”

She coughed and then sucked in a harsh breath. Blinking, she looked all around like a wild animal and scrambled to sit upright. She groaned when her arm protested. It was broken and bent awkwardly. 

Carefully, I pulled her into my lap. 

“Oh god. Oh my god, why did you do that? Kara—”

“S-S’rry.”

Her voice was hoarse, but at least she was talking. I sank a little with relief. When she looked up at me, her pupils were blown wide, and I suspected a concussion. 

“Don’t ever do that, not ever again. Kara, I thought you were… I thought you had… I thought…” I couldn’t finish, because it reminded me too much of that day in the parlor. Death by chocolate ice cream.

She shoved a finger at my lips with a trembling finger, then gestured at the gun to her right. “Gimme,” she slurred.

“No, we’re getting you to a hospital.”

“Shut up. Gimmie.”

I glanced at the gun, then at Fulgurite. My father’s lieutenant had overpowered all three of my friends and was now summoning what seemed to be a huge tornado. I cursed, looking down at Kara again. 

“We need to get out of here,” I said, shaking my head. “This is way, way out of our league.”

Kara gestured at the gun with a little more insistence, stubborn to the bitter end. With some hesitation, I brought it to her hand. She sank with relief, and I watched as she turned it into some kind of small contraption with a little red button.

“Th-throw it…” She coughed again, then sucked in a pained breath. I hissed and tried to take her into my arms, ignoring the device she’d made. Kara shook her head and squirmed out of my grasp, flopping painfully back onto the rubble. “Throw it at her.”

“No. I told you, I’m taking you to a—”

“Do it, Nick,” she hissed, and angrily shoved me backward with the last of her strength. The gadget had found its way into my hands. I looked down at it with a dumb expression.

“Press the button and throw?”

She rolled her eyes. “Duh.”

I bit my lip. Despite the chaos down on the beach, I still hesitated. 

“If you die, I’m gonna be really mad at you,” I muttered. “I’m gonna get you another Stacy and murder that one too.”

She laughed, but it ended in another small cry of pain. “Just a broken arm, for god’s sake. Go.”

I heard Aylin scream, and my heart jumped up into my throat again. I took off at the speed of sound and my fist connected with Fulgurite’s face just as she was about to zap Aylin with another round of lightning. The tornado vanished immediately when I hit her, and the two of us slammed into the ground. I rolled back to my feet immediately and hid the gadget behind my back. We were only a few feet apart now. 

She should have been dead from the impact, but a flicker of red told me that my father’s force field was in place. It had cushioned the blow for her. Even though I’d still managed to stun her, the wind was a torrent, slashing us with icy rain. It was still a struggle to even stand. Fulgurite, immune to the storm, recovered easily enough. She looked from me to the cliffs with a curious expression. She had to shout to be heard over the storm. 

“Is she dead?” the villainess asked.

I spat at the ground and said nothing. 

Fulgurite grinned. She wiped at her chin with the back of her wrist, and it came back bloody. 

“That expression,” she gestured. “I fell in love with him because of it. You wear it well, little lord.”

“Wait a minute. You lied. You weren’t trying to kill me.” I was absolutely disgusted, suddenly realizing her intentions. “Is that it, then? You hurt the people around me, I get angry enough, I turn into him?”

Fulgurite had the audacity to laugh. “My darling Inferno is quite proud of his son! Every other sentence is about you and your many feats. He believes that you’re going to take his place soon, but I know better. I know the binds of morality when I see it. Triton has gotten into your mind. Poisoned you.” She spoke Triton’s name like an insult. It was clear they had some kind of history. “I do this deed, and you’ll understand! You’ll serve the empire as you’re meant to! You’ll make him happy, and then I can finally be with him!”

“You need help, Fulgurite. You’re just as delusional as he is.” I sighed tiredly as the rain slashed against my face.

“Fuck you,” she spat. “Don’t spout Triton’s garbage back to me! It means nothing.”

“I’m giving you one chance to surrender peacefully.” I clutched the gadget a little tighter behind my back. “I suggest you take it.”

“Line for fucking line. He really sunk his claws into your skullcap, didn’t he?” She tipped her head back and laughed again. Her hair was slick with rain and ice. 

“He’s probably on his way,” I reminded her. “You should stop before the jury gives you a life sentence.”

“I’m not going to prison,” she snarled. She lifted her palm to summon another bolt of lightning, but I threw the gadget before she could do so. 

At first, it looked like nothing had happened, but then the thing flared to a brilliant orange light, and a force field snapped around her. It pinned her close, contorting her body into a submissive position. Try as she might, she was unable to break free.

Writhing around in the sand like an impotent worm, she glared at up at me and screamed bloody murder. Despite her rage, the storm died immediately, with such unnatural jarring force that I stumbled in reaction to its loss. The sun tentatively peeked through the clouds overhead, and I felt the power that I’d clung to for the last ten minutes flood out of my body. I stumbled again and resisted the sudden weakness in my knees.

Fulgurite screamed again and again until her voice went hoarse. To spite her, I gave her a cute little wave, then spun around to assess the others. Andie was fine, but Eric was not. He was unconscious in the sand. He didn’t look any worse for wear and was most definitely breathing, but Andie held him close. 

“He got hit with a lightning bolt, and it knocked him off his feet,” Andie explained. “He should be fine, his powers make him resistant to shocks like this. Aylin, take Nick to the cliffs. Kara needs help.”

I blinked, then registered that information. I nodded back to Andie, then took Aylin’s hand. She carefully flew us back to the cliff. Kara was a mess in the debris, but she was still awake when we found her.

“D-Did it work?” Kara asked, voice hoarse with pain.

It was Aylin who lost it, silver tears rolling down her violet cheeks. “Kara Johnson, I admire your bravery, but do not ever do that again.”

“Sorry—”

“Not ever,” Aylin reminded her sternly. “You are my friend. Friends keep each other safe, yes? You will let Starlight and I take care of you.”

Kara gave in with an exhausted huff, though it did sound a little bit indignant. To be honest, that little bit of spunk gave me no small amount of relief. 

“Aylin,” I said, “we need an ambulance.”

“I will acquire them, Starlight.” Gently, she placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “She is strong and will recover. Bring her to the beach. I will send help there.”

After the longest fifteen minutes of my life, Triton and the others arrived and hauled Fulgurite to prison. He granted me a troubled glance as we passed each other. It was clear that disapproved of us taking her on again, but he was proud that we’d captured her, regardless. There were no civilian casualties, despite the chaos in the carnival. Focused on keeping Fulgurite under lock this time, Triton didn’t spend very long in my company and raced off with the others back to the prison. 

Eric recovered a few minutes before the ambulance arrived, bouncing to his feet with one agile motion. He looked perfectly fine, better than, with little sparks dancing all over his body. 

“I think I absorbed it!” He giggled wildly. “I need to try that again!! Wait… is Kara alright? Oh, we got her! Awesome!”

Andie managed to pull him away from Kara and me with a gentle laugh. He was too innocent and didn’t understand the weight of what had just happened. Nor did I want him to. 

When they finally took Kara into the ambulance, I followed and joined her in the back. The paramedics didn’t bother to stop me and wound up letting me sit quietly in the corner while they worked.

“Concussion,” one of them remarked as he made notes on a form. “A mild one. Arm fracture. Ribs okay. No internal bleeding from what I can tell.”

“Good,” another called back while looking at some readings on a monitor. She glanced down at Kara with a tender smile, and added, “You’ll be okay, sweetie.”

“Now, here’s the hard part, okay?” The first one smiled in reassurance. “You have to try to stay awake for now. I know it’s difficult, but you can do it.”

Kara, of course, rolled her eyes at both of them. “Alright, fine, but I’m not a child nor am I a ‘sweetie.’ I don’t need coddling.”

“Kara, please try to work with them. Be gentle,” I said with a smirk as I glanced at the two paramedics who were both clearly thrown off by her attitude and chuckled softly. 

“You’re gonna forget my fish,” she grumbled and then glared at me from the stretcher. “You take care of them, buster, or I’m gonna be pissed.”

It was all bluster, but I was happy to see it. This was the Kara I remembered, all fire and sass. She was the first girl I’d ever loved, and it was nice to have her back finally. 

“I’m going to be alright,” I said. “Thanks for asking, by the way.”

“I know that.” She rolled her eyes again and then settled back into the stretcher with a grumble. Despite that, I caught the hint of a smile at the edge of her lips. “Just don’t forget the fish.”

“I won’t.” I gave her a quick salute. “You can count on me.”
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Two hours later, I’d finally managed to secure a small aquarium and deliver it to Kara’s dorm room with the help of Eric and Aylin. The fish were added with a huge sigh of relief. Honestly, it was a miracle they’d survived the attack, the storm, and two hours stuck in those little plastic bags. I made sure to get a separator, recalling Kara’s comment about the betta. He wasn’t particularly happy with the setup, nor was he a fan of the other fish who shared his waters, but it would only last a day until I had more time to find him something better. 

“We keep something like this at home,” Aylin said as she practically pressed her face against the glass to get a closer look. “But it needs a cage up top.”

“A cage?” I quirked a brow at her, confused. 

“To keep them from flying out of the tank.” Aylin smiled and nodded knowingly. 

“Wait… yours fly?” I asked.

“Of course.” Aylin frowned slightly. “Yours do not?”

Flying fish. Of course. Kara would lose her mind if she found that out. 

“No, Aylin,” I said as I smiled and shook my head, somewhat amused. “Our fish don’t fly.”

“Actually, Nick, there are at least twenty species of them.” Eric piped up. He was busy installing the pump and the filter, amid a mess of wires at the back of the aquarium. “They’re really cool—”

“They jump, Eric,” I interrupted him. “That doesn’t count. And for that matter, is there anything you don’t know?”

“Photographic memory.” He tapped his temple with a cheeky grin. “Mom did a lot of puzzles when I was a toddler. Lots of things rattling around up here.”

“I bet.” I chuckled. It made a hell of a lot of sense in retrospect. “That means Kara’s not the only genius in our growing family?”

Eric snorted and looked offended at the very notion. “Just because I can remember things doesn’t mean I compete with a girl who can make spy tech out of a cell phone. Heck, she’s already learned Aylin’s language.”

Aylin nodded in confirmation, looking quite pleased. “She improves each day! It is wonderful to witness, I never thought any human would take an interest in it.”

“See? That’s genius, Nick,” Eric said as he plugged both the filter and the pump into the wall. 

“Fair enough,” I conceded with a tired sigh and then sat on Kara’s bed. A huge, jaw-cracking yawn overtook me. The fight had really knocked the wind out of me, on top of everything else that had happened. 

“Alright, Nickie, that’s the third time you’ve done that.” Eric jabbed a finger at me and gestured towards the door. “Time for bed. Get up.”

“Nickie?” I blinked at him.

“Bed,” he insisted and gestured at the door again with a bit more force.

I rolled my eyes, but just as I was attempting to convince them both that I was perfectly fine, another yawn interrupted me. I huffed in frustration and rubbed my eyes. 

“Doesn’t matter,” I objected. “I’m going back to the hospital. Kara’s probably—”

“Sleeping,” Eric cut me off. “Andie’s watching her, so she’s perfectly safe. Go to bed.”

“Eric—”

“If she finds out you’re neglecting yourself over this, she’s gonna be really mad at you. And she will find out because we’re all gonna tell her the truth.” Then Eric put his hands on his hips. “Bed. Now.”

Resisting another oncoming yawn, I blinked at Eric, then glanced up to Aylin. She’d crossed her arms and looked just as stern as he was. 

“Use her bed, Starlight.” Aylin nodded toward it. “She won’t mind.”

“Actually, that’s brilliant, Aylin!” Eric exclaimed with a nod. “Then you don’t even have to walk anywhere.”

“Sure, it’s just against campus rules, but who cared about those?” I grumbled in protest, but Eric gently shoved me backward, so I was almost fully lying down. 

I sat on my elbows and gave them both an indignant look, which died the second I started to yawn again. 

“Alright, alright,” I gave in. “Fine. Two hours.”

“Three,” Eric bargained. 

“Two.”

“Three,” he said again and put his hand back on his hip.

“Fine. Three hours, then we go back to the hospital.”

“Deal!” His grin was wide and a bit too cheery for my taste, but I was also really, really tired, and some sleep did sound good. 

The next thing I knew, I’d tumbled into strange dreams. Sir Longbottom was trudging through a twisted forest made out of chocolate, trying to find a screaming Princess Pea who had been taken by Lord Maxian again. Maxian cackled like a lunatic, but she didn’t sound like Kara. She sounded like Fulgurite, and her eyes burned with my father’s searing heat. 

Fortunately, Eric woke me with a gentle shake. Unfortunately, it was five hours longer than I’d bargained for. I was furious, of course, but apparently, Kara had slept the entire time and was still doing so when we finally made it to the hospital. 

“Hey,” Andie called as she looked over at us from where she’d curled up in one of the hospital’s uncomfortable chairs. “How are you guys?”

“We’re fine,” I said with a smile as I came over and gave her a quick kiss. “How is Kara?”

“She woke up only once, and that was to ask where you were.” Andie gave me a sleepy smile. “Something about fish?”

I glanced at Kara’s sleeping form with a tender smile. “Yeah, Eric, Aylin and I already took care of it.” 

“Good. She sounded really worried.” Andie let out a small sound of relief that was cut off by a yawn. “Man, I could really go for some coffee right now.” She gave Eric a pointed look.

“Oh! I’ll get you some,” Eric said without missing a beat. “Come on, Aylin. Let me show you hospital food.” He took her by the hand and began to pull her out of the room. “It’s like the best worst thing ever!”

“Um…” Aylin gave us all a semi-frightened look. “That does not sound like it is the most appealing…” She bit her lip. “But I shall be glad to assist in the gathering of sustenance.” 

With that, the two of them headed toward the mess hall, and I closed the distance between Kara and me. 

She looked thin and fragile in that bed, her red hair mussed from all the attention during the night. Her arm was held in a cast, but aside from some light scratches on her face, she seemed relatively fine. Andie pulled my gaze away with a gentle hand on my chin. 

“You alright?” Andie asked. She looked me deep in the eyes, her own wide and far too knowing. 

“Yeah,” I told her. “Of course I am. It’s her that you should be—”

“I’m asking about you,” Andie interrupted. “Be honest with me.”

I sighed and glanced back at Kara again. I nodded slowly, reassured by the gentle breaths she took in slumber. 

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m good.”

With a sudden kiss to my cheek, I turned and met Andie’s loving gaze again. She smiled, warm like she’d always been. 

“You should tell her how you feel, Nick.”

“I did. Back at the carnival, I mean. At least, I’m pretty sure I did.” I blinked, then frowned as I struggled to remember exactly how things went down on the Ferris wheel. “Didn’t I?”

Andie snorted and gently clapped me on the shoulder. “Remind her when she wakes up. She’s stubborn and has probably since convinced herself that you’re just being sweet.”

“I am being sweet,” I insisted and then sighed. “I… I love her. I really, really do.”

“Yeah, well, tell her that.” Andie patted me on the back as she gestured toward the door. “I’m gonna go catch up with Eric and Aylin and eat something. I’ll check in later, okay?”

After giving Andie a thumbs up, I pulled the chair so that it was closer to Kara’s bed and took her delicate little hand in mine. 

“You were really stupid on that beach,” I whispered, then kissed her knuckles. “But you’ll be happy to know that I took care of the fish. They survived and are well fed in a tank in your room. Thank Eric. Apparently, his dad had one that he wasn’t using.”

His dad was a kind middle-aged man with a potbelly and hearty laugh that shook the whole of him. His mother, gray-haired with a smile that dimpled her cheeks, offered us an army’s worth of cookies, cupcakes, and chocolates. 

Then the two of them shared several embarrassing stories about Eric’s youth. They were so proud of him that they were bursting from it, and it leaked all over the house in pictures, framed certificates, and knickknacks representing happy memories. Eric wanted to die of embarrassment of course, but Aylin and I were enchanted by the whole experience. 

“It’s weird,” I told the sleeping Kara as I looked off into distant memory. “His family is so… so normal. I’d forgotten what that was like. I mean, my dad, he… he does his best. But after Mom, it was… it was never really the same. Nothing was after leaving you behind. I… I should have written, Kara. I’m sorry. I wanted to, but… but I didn’t know what to say, or… or how to say it, and…” 

I sat back in the chair and huffed in frustration. I hated the way my vision swam, and how hard it was just to tell her what I wanted to say. Her hand was so small in mine, limp and lost to dreams. 

“Dad wanted me to hold on to happiness. He always made sure I had it. But I… I think I left it behind with you. You were my normal, my… my girl next door. My best friend, my arch nemesis, my everything—”

“God, Nick. I get it, okay?” 

My heart lurched when her hand squeezed in mine, and her blue eyes cracked open just enough to leer at me. 

“I told you, it’s just a broken arm,” she said, though her voice wavered a bit and there was a suspicious wetness in her eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

“Dram—But Kara, you almost—”

“I didn’t,” she cut me off. She squeezed her hand in mine again, and her expression fell to tenderness. “Nick, seriously. Everything is alright.”

“I love you,” I blurted and scooted closer to the bed. “I mean it. I always have. I should have said it more. I should have written you, I should’ve kept in contact, I should’ve—”

Kara swore and released her hand from mine to grab the collar of my shirt. She pulled my face down to hers with surprising strength, and our lips locked into a fevered, desperate kiss. Air flowed from my lungs into hers and back again. Our tongues danced to the rhythm of our beating hearts. 

By the time we parted, she and I were both panting. Her grip still tight around my collar, she leaned her forehead against mine. 

“When I get out of here, you’re going to join me in my dorm,” she said. It wasn’t a request. “I have something I want to show you.”

With that, she let me go, and I stumbled back into the chair. I stared at her and blinked without a thought in my brain whatsoever. 

She giggled at my expression. It was the sweetest sound I’d ever heard in my life. “The kiss was that good, huh?”

“Yeah. Yeah, kinda.” I touched my lips with a vague nod. My tongue was still tingling. 

“Kinda?”

“Yup,” I confirmed. “Good kiss.”

“Just good, huh?”

“Great,” I corrected, grinning a little. Then I frowned, overthinking things. “Wait, you did like it, right?”

“For god’s sake, Nick. Yes, I liked it. Now, tell me about the fish.”

“Well, it wasn’t much.” I shrugged. “We put them all in quarantine for a while and medicated them pretty heavily. They were all showing signs of stress, but I think they’re on the path to recovery. The water isn’t medicated anymore and has been balanced with a decent PH.”

“You tested for ammonia?”

“Yeah. There’s a door at the bottom of the tank. You’ve got several options to keep track down there, including both ammonia and nitrate. When you inevitably progress towards saltwater tanks, there’s even a KH tester down here.”

“When I inevitably get salt water, huh?”

“You can’t fool me, Kara.” I grinned.

“What about air pumps?”

“You’ve got an air stone in the back of the tank right now. It’s pretty gentle, considering the size of your fish.”

“Good. What about the filter?”

“High quality,” I assured her. “It’s a small internal one we chose for the tank size. I made sure it didn’t have too much pull. It’s going to have a pretty big bio-load, so you’ll need to keep track of the filtration daily. And don’t worry, we’re going to do a full water change before the fish really settle in.”

She nodded. “Of course, and the power strip?”

“It’s got a day and night timer already programmed in and has multiple failsafes to protect against electrocution. Which reminds me, you have a heater already set to balance your temp, and a strip to show you where it’s currently at.” 

She smiled in approval. “What about the betta? He can’t stay in that separator.”

“We plan on getting a smaller tank with pretty much the same setup,” I confirmed. “With a really gentle filter because I know he doesn’t like the current.”

“No, he doesn’t.” Kara nodded. “Sounds like you’ve got a handle on it so far.”

“I can take you to the pet store when you’ve recovered, you know. Could be fun.”

She smiled a secret little thing at that and nodded slowly. “Maybe some other time. You should get the supplies while I’m stuck here. Let me get a list going.”

After weeks of her being so uncertain in my company, it was strange to see this new confidence come to light. I wasn’t sure if this was because she was a ‘mother’ now or if some other hidden resolve had settled in during the attack.

Either way, it was a pleasant turn of events. She was just finishing off a list of things for me to buy while she was in the hospital when Triton arrived and knocked on the door with a gentle rap of his knuckles.

“Nick, do you have a moment?” he asked from the doorway.

“He does,” Kara said as she shoved the ‘fish care’ list at me and gestured toward the door. Then she smiled at me. “Go talk to him. I’m sure it’s important.”

“Okay.” Sure, she was being a bit bossy, but she’d also been through a lot over the last twenty-four hours. I smiled and bent down to kiss her forehead. She pretended to scoff, but then she snatched my collar again and gave a quick peck to my cheek. 

“Be back later?” she asked with a smile.

“Of course,” I chuckled, “after I go to the pet store.”

“Of course,” she echoed, nodding back to me. She settled into her pillow and closed her eyes. “Shoo.”

At the door, Triton’s smile was tender. “Her recovery seems to be going well, according to the nurse.” He led me out of the room, and together, we walked toward the lobby. “She was very lucky. You were all very lucky. Fulgurite is extremely dangerous.”

“I… I know, sir. I’m sorry, I wouldn’t have done so, but she was after me again, and there were so many civilians—”

“I’m aware, my dear boy,” Triton interrupted. “Don’t worry. This isn’t a scolding.”

“Oh…”

“Rather, I came with a request. As I said before, I would like to train you and your friends as a group. I was going to wait until I better ascertained your own abilities before the introduction of combat, but it would seem that you find trouble with the same amount of ease as your father did.” I swallowed heavy at the reminder, but Triton’s gentle smile remained. “That’s a compliment, my boy. His career as one of the greatest began very early, and you have done much the same as of late.”

“I…” I was speechless. Getting such a compliment about anything concerning my father was a rare thing. “Thank you, sir.”

“I speak only the truth.” He nodded. “After the young Miss Johnson has healed, will you please bring each of them to our session? We have much work to do if you’re going to be recognized as an official heroic unit in training.”

“O-Of course!” Thrilled, I bounced on my feet no unlike Eric would have and grinned from ear to ear. “Thank you, sir. I really appreciate the honor—”

“Think nothing of it,” he said and smiled again. “Take the next few days to rest. You’ve done well.”
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Chapter 25 - Kara
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Nick wouldn’t leave me alone for more than an hour or so at a time. He managed to convince the staff to let him sleep in the chair beside my bed, despite the fact that I was no longer critical. It was probably because he’d managed to make himself look really pathetic, between the bruised eyes, the puppy-like pout of his lips, and the unkempt hair that said he’d hardly showered since the attack.

The nurses were very kind, bringing him lunches whenever he refused to go down to the cafeteria. I harassed him now and then with idle remarks to take better care of himself, but I also knew exactly why he acted as he did.

His mother Delilah had been a very sweet, soft-spoken woman. She was ordinary only in that she didn’t have any powers of her own… she was, in all the ways that mattered, an ideal woman. I admired her when I was young, and in fact, I wanted to be just like her. 

She was an elementary teacher who regularly donated her time and money to charity. She studied science, loved wildlife, and was a terrible baker, but a fine lover of baked goods. She taught her children to love with their hearts but think critically about the world around them. Her hugs were warm and soft, and they smelled like the cookies she’d always carry to bribe the children she surrounded her life with.

After a bad day when Nick and I got into a stupid bout over nothing, as children were wont to do, Delilah had found me crying and pulled me into her arms with a sweet little laugh. She wiped my tears dry and said, “I know, sweetie. Boys can be stupid sometimes.”

I told her that I hated Nick and wanted nothing to do with him ever again, but she just chuckled a second time. I didn’t understand what was so funny, but she said, “He’ll come by tomorrow and attempt an apology. You’ll need to be patient. Just because someone is reckless doesn’t mean they aren’t worth your time.”

And true enough, he did.

When Nicholas Senior flew through the door after a long day of heroing, he would wrap Delilah up into his arms and kiss her like it was their first time. Her eyes would light up when she spoke of him.

I always envied Nick for having a mother like her until the day that she was taken away. Afterward, it was like a hole had been ripped into the world, and we’d all fallen down into a spiral that would take us years to resurface from. Nick went away with his father to that terrible island, and the world cowered in fear at Inferno’s rise to power. Ice Bringer used to come to Christmas dinner wearing a snowman costume, and now he fought against Inferno in bloody battles that destroyed entire cities and left millions adrift. 

Nick had slumped over in the hospital chair, and his head had fallen into my lap. I gently brushed my fingers through his dark hair and thought about her. How the loss of her had ruined the world and changed it to something else entirely.

“I’m really sorry for scaring you like that,” I whispered.

It was one thing to believe that your life had little to no worth, and another to face its end. On that cliff, I thought I would be scared, and maybe a small portion of me was. Mostly, I was just angry. It had been crazed lunatics like Fulgurite that had ripped Delilah from this world and had hurt people like Nick in the first place. I didn’t want to become just another tragic mark in his life. He would have recovered, but it would have taken years.

Andie peeked her head through the door and smiled when she noticed Nick out cold in my lap. I smiled back, gesturing with my head. 

“You doin’ better, strawberry?”

“Yeah.” I shrugged carefully. “I should be getting out soon. He won’t leave the hospital, so…”

“So you’ve convinced them to allow you an early leave?”

“Something like that.” I nodded.

Andie crossed the room and sat down opposite Nick. She sighed tiredly and then waved at him. “He’ll be alright. He’s just—”

“I know. I scared the hell out of him.” I nodded. “I’m… really sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Andie whispered. “Really. We’re just happy that you’re alive. The rest can wait.”

She and I locked eyes, and I hated how understanding they were. She knew more than she said. A lot of it went unspoken. She’d been so good with Nick, and she was good with me too. It was obvious why he loved her. To be honest… it was hard not to do the same. It wasn’t every day that you met an angel, and I had been fortunate to know two of them.

“Thank you,” I whispered. I wished I’d said that to Delilah before she… “For taking care of him.”

Andie shrugged like it was nothing, but it wasn’t nothing. It was everything. 

“I mean it, Andie,” I insisted. “You’ve already done too much for both of us. I just wish… I don’t know. You’re… you’re a really good friend.”

“A good friend, huh?”

Andie crossed her legs and quirked her brow knowingly. Her lips curled into a saucy little grin. I blushed and glanced down at Nick’s sleeping form instead. I continued to brush my fingers through his hair, ignoring the subtext for now. 

She chuckled softly and settled back in her chair. “I love you too, strawberry.”

It was so easy for her. I wanted it to be easy for me too.

Instead, I just blushed a little harder. 

“Uh huh.”

“Ha!” Andie stood up again, chipper as can be. “You know what, I’m feeling a smoothie. Let me know if Sleeping Beauty wakes up. I want to be there when he confesses his undying love again.”

I snorted. “Don’t be silly.”

“Can’t fool me,” she said, wagging a finger my way. “I know all.”
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Chapter 26
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Doctor Leslie was a hero who performed care at the Alexandria Memorial Hospital, using her powerful healing abilities to accelerate natural mending in her patients. When she received word about Kara’s injuries in response to Fulgurite’s second attack, she paid a special visit. Without Leslie’s help, Kara would have spent the next few months in a cast. With it, Kara was thrilled to discover she’d be removing it by the following Monday. 

Kara excitedly babbled about the encounter all the way back to Valcav, and I was happy enough to hear her joy that I didn’t interrupt the constant flow of dialog.

“Her abilities are fascinating, Nick! She can manipulate life down to the cellular level. I mean, imagine! She’d have great potential in the field… heck, she could probably take down Fulgurite easier than most! Cellular manipulation? You could do basically anything to anyone, yeah? But she traded her combat boots for a scalpel and swore she’d never fight on the front lines. She dedicated her life to healing and science instead. That’s so inspiring. Not that Triton isn’t cool, and I like Amazoness too… but Leslie is awesome! She gave me her personal number. Apparently, we’re friends now. I’m friends… with Leslie, Nick!”

She noted my lovesick smile when she finally glanced back to me and then blushed something fierce. 

Ducking her head, she muttered, “Sorry, I’m just really excited.”

“Stop that,” I admonished. “Let me steal one from Andie’s book and sternly remind you that you’re allowed to be happy.”

This only caused her blush to deepen, and she shoved by me for the door to her dorm room. Fishing out a key, she managed to unlock and open it one-handed after a minute’s struggle. 

I wanted to help her, of course, because her injured arm was still in a sling and she wasn’t exactly at full health again, but her independence was too important. She glared at me for even thinking about it, but the expression morphed into astonishment when she peered through the door. 

Eric and I had decorated the tank while she was still in the hospital, and it was now home to boisterous green plant life and a little bubble treasure chest. We’d arranged the substrate with rocks and moss to create realistic underwater terrain, including a cave for the fish to hide in if they felt insecure. The goldfish lingered there at first, wary at all the giant hands moving their home around. Now, they darted happily among the leaves and moss and swam up to the glass when Kara walked into the room.

“They look so… they’re so happy,” Kara said, a twinkle in her eye betraying no small amount of emotion. “Nick, this is…”

I shook my head. “There’s more.” I gestured toward the stand next to her bed. A smaller, cylindrical five-gallon tank sat there with the blue betta and a freshwater snail for company. It was largely barren compared to the other tank, but it did have some soft moss that added a bit of color in contrast to the black gravel. 

“I did some research,” I said. “The plant life in there is soft and shouldn’t tear at his fins. He and the snail will get along. I… know how you are, and figured you’d think he was lonely, so I made sure he had a friend that he wouldn’t get too uppity about.”

“Nick…”

Kara looked on the verge of crying, and I chuckled. She chuckled back, but the tears were falling now. 

“Kara, it’s just a tank. Well… two tanks. It’s gonna be alright.”

“I know. I’m being stupid. It’s just—”

“You’re not stupid,” I cut off. “Look here.” I crossed the room and opened a cabinet underneath the larger tank. “There’s feed and a filtration system. They ate earlier, so they should be good for a while. Both tanks have heaters too, and they’re connected to thermostats so they’ll turn on automatically.”

“God, Nick… this is…”

Kara snatched my arm and spun me around to greet her. Her blue eyes were wide, loving, and astonished. 

I smiled and carefully hugged her close, wary of the injured arm. 

“It’s just a few tanks,” I whispered into her red hair. “We wanted to get you something nice.”

“I don’t… I don’t know what to say. No one’s ever… no one’s…” 

“Before you thank me, you better thank Eric too. In fact, thank Andie and Aylin as well, because everyone had a hand in this.”

“I… Nick, I…”

“You’re worth it, you know. And I love you.”

I shushed her and kissed the top of her head gently. 

This time, saying the words came as easy as breathing. 

Kara’s laugh was wet and emotional in response, but she managed, “I love you too.”

We held each other close for a long time. Long enough that time ceased to matter, and the world dimmed to just me and her.  Her breath was warm against my neck and comforting on a level that was hard to describe. 

These last few nights, I tried not to think about how easily I could have lost her… but dreams were what they were, and my mind could not forget the moment when I was convinced she was gone.

Life was a short and fickle thing, easily removed by so many factors throughout the day. A car accident, a fall, disease, a sudden villainess randomly showing up in the middle of a date… I couldn’t live my life in fear of them and knew not to linger. I took solace in the fact that she was a solid presence in my arms, warm and breathing and safe.

Eventually, however, Kara squirmed away from me and blushed crimson. 

“Can you sit down, Nick?” She gestured toward the bed. 

Confused, I did so. Kara fished through a shelf of her things and came back with a small battered journal that I instantly recognized as hers from so many years ago. It was a small black book covered in various colorful doodles from metallic pens. An addition from her teenage years, no doubt. I lifted a brow when she handed it to me. 

“Open it,” she said.

It wasn’t every day that one had permission to open the book that held their friend’s deepest, darkest secrets. Years ago, when I was a petulant boy who didn’t know any better, I’d stolen this journal and threatened to read all its contents. I didn’t, of course, but Kara was devastated by the threat, and betrayed that I even considered it. When I realized how hurt she was, I gave it back without a word and never discussed it again.

It was strange to be holding it now. 

“Jesus, Nick,” she scoffed. “It won’t bite you.”

“This is your journal,” I said, blinking up at her. “You’d kill me for touching this. I mean, without your permission.”

“When you were six, sure. Now, we’re adults, and I want you to open it.”

Like I was defusing a bomb, I carefully opened the journal to the first page, teeth clenched in nervousness. But it wasn’t a bomb, nor was it even text. The page contained a small set of five-petalled flowers with little yellow centers. They splashed along the paper where they were taped carefully and pressed for so many years. I was surprised at how well the color maintained. It was only slightly faded.

“You found them out in the woods, remember?” Kara smiled at my dumb expression. I wasn’t sure what to think. “They’re called brunnea,” she continued. “Like cheaper forget-me-nots.”

“You kept them?”

“I taped them.” She nodded and smiled again. “For years, every time I opened this book, I thought of you.” She sat down next to me on the bed and gestured at them. At the book as a whole. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but most of the time a girl only writes in these things when they’ve got something upsetting to vent. Or at least, that’s how it works for me. But the flowers, they… they always gave me something to smile about, especially when the world seemed to be crumbling all around me. It was my… my reason, I guess. To keep going, you know?”

“Kara, you didn’t—”

“Let me finish.” She shook her head. “I was upset, yeah, but you were so warm to me… and then your friends became my friends. Your world became my world. Instead of writing in this book for answers, I started talking to Andie and Aylin… I started debating stupid comic book theories with Eric, and I started… I started looking forward to seeing you again. Every single day, watching you grow into the man you are.” She stared at the floor, whispering, “Falling… falling in love again.”

“I love you too, Kara.”

“No, I mean, I really, really—”

“Kara.” I set the journal down on the bedside table next to the betta’s aquarium and twisted to face her fully. When she glanced away, unable to meet my eyes, I gently snatched her chin. “I’m not just saying it. I mean it.”

“Nick, I…”

I shook my head, unwilling to let her put up walls again. “Can I kiss you?” 

When she nodded, I did so. I kissed her cheek, and when she smiled in surprise, I asked, “Can I kiss you again?”

She pulled me closer with her good hand on my collar. Our lips connected in a bright splash of red hair, blue eyes, and hands on her hips. My breath was her breath, my wants, her wants. She ended up in my lap, and I felt need crawl down my spine. It settled in my gut like a living thing. I needed to sate it, and I needed her, all of her.

With a desperate edge to my voice, I asked, “Can I touch you?”

“If you don’t, we’ll have a serious problem,” Kara hissed. She was crimson again, flushed with need and something else entirely. My hands slid down her hips, groping her delicious curvy bottom. I kissed her neck and then nibbled on the shell of her ear. 

“We need to be careful,” I whispered. “Your arm’s still broken.”

“I’m not a dainty fucking—ohshit. I forgot, I… Nick, there’s… there’s something you should… you should know that I…”

My hands crept down past her waistband, and I gently fingered her crotch through the thin cloth of her panties. I wasn’t expecting a hard surface down there and jolted back in surprise. “What’s…?” Realization followed it a second later. “A vibrator?”

“Who said it was a—”

“It’s you,” I pointed out with a lifted brow. “You can do anything. You made it, didn’t you? It does vibrate, does it not?”

She wouldn’t meet my eyes, and that was answer enough. I grinned, my eyes dark and hungry. She flushed an even deeper shade of red, looking utterly embarrassed. 

“You came prepared,” I chuckled. “How long have you had it in?”

Given Kara’s power set, I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. She could create anything in the palm of her hand, after all. It made sense she’d experiment from time to time. I just hadn’t expected this. 

Kara, embarrassed, began to squirm in my lap. She still wouldn’t meet my eyes. 

“I-I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” she muttered. She wasn’t sure where to put her hands. At first, they lingered on my chest, but then she twisted them together in her lap. “I knew we were going to end up here at some point, and I…” She gestured helplessly. She was anxious, ready to get up and flee. “The hospital was so boring, and I… I was going to take it out, but then you were there, and one thing led to another, and I completely forgot about it, and…”

I shushed her again when she started to grow genuinely upset. “Stop that.” I kissed her gently on the nose. “You’re perfect, you know. Every last little naughty bit of you is perfect.”

She whined in disagreement and shook her head. “Nick, I’m sorry, I should have—”

“Does it have a remote?”

She blinked at me. I don’t know why she thought I was going to be upset at the idea of a little foreplay, because I couldn’t imagine any sane man would turn away a beautiful redhead with a little kink in them. Clearing her throat awkwardly, she shifted in my lap again while she dug deep into her left pocket. 

Awkwardly, unable to meet my eyes, she passed me a small black device. It was so discreet, and I chuckled, absolutely delighted to know that I’d been correct.

“You’re a marvel, Kara!” I gestured with the remote. “Can I…?”

She rolled her eyes, feeling a little awkward. “Can you, what? Can you tease me until I go insane, is that what you’re asking?”

“Yeah, I thought I’d be polite,” I smirked. “So, can I?”

Kara sighed in answer. 

There was a slider for intensity, and an on/off switch. Fairly simple to use, obviously meant to be done without looking. A subtle thing. Had I seen Kara with her hand in her pocket recently? I couldn’t recall.

“Have you used the remote?” I asked with a deeper edge to my voice.

Still blushing fiercely, she shook her head. It was obvious she wanted the world to swallow her up. Carefully, she got up off my lap and sat down beside me on the bed. Looking for all the world like she didn’t have a vibrator deep inside of her, she cleared her throat, and said, “Only once, for testing. I made it for you.”

“Then I’m the luckiest fucking guy on the planet,” I announced, stunned and turned on at the same time. “I can’t believe this. You’re okay with this?”

Kara stared down at the floor like it had some very fascinating lint. 

“Believe it,” she muttered. “And yeah. You’d know if I wasn’t okay with it.”

I shook my head, not quite content with that answer. “You tell me to stop, and I stop. Okay?”

She rolled her eyes. “Okay, but—”

“Kara, I’m being serious. Okay?”

She met mine with a heated gaze, and there was so much hunger in it that I nearly pressed the button to feed her. I knew what she wanted now, and it was insane to think that she’d wanted it long and bad enough to prepare like this. 

“Nick, I’m not made of glass. It’s alright.”

I begged to differ with her arm still in a sling, but instead of arguing, I grinned and turned it on to the lowest setting. Kara immediately jolted on the bed and sucked in a little breath. Instead of grabbing her, though, I shoved the small remote into my pocket and stood up. I took her hand in mine. 

“Let’s go eat,” I said with a chipper tone. “I’m starving. You starving?”

Kara squirmed on the bed, wide-eyed. She was starving, but it had nothing to do with food. “Nick, what—”

“C’mon. I think I might get some cheesecake. You want some cheesecake?”

She huffed in frustration. We both knew the little vibrator was buzzing away deep inside of her, but she was too stubborn to demand I do something about it. 

“You know what I want,” she said petulantly and crossed her legs. 

“Yeah. Cheesecake.” I tugged her hand until she was standing and then carefully led her toward the door. I didn’t turn off the vibrator the entire way down to the cafeteria, and by the time we made it to the nice ladies behind the counter, Kara’s eyes were hazy, and her cheeks were flushed with need. 

I spotted Maria, Andie’s favorite of the lot. I waved her and then gestured toward the array of prepared cheesecakes. 

“Can I get two slices?” I asked.

“Of course.” Maria smiled. She nodded to Kara, and added, “It is very nice to see you well, my dear. We all heard of the attack on the beach. Your bravery inspires us.”

“I-I, uh…” Kara cleared her throat, and it was obvious to me that she had no idea what Maria had said. She was merely going off tone. “Uh, thanks.”

I pulled Kara close with a one-armed hug and smiled at Maria. 

“She’s still feeling a little under the weather,” I said, and then cheekily upped the intensity on the remote with a hand in my pocket. 

Kara’s quiet little whimper was adorable. I turned the intensity back down a moment later and smiled sweetly at Maria with wide, innocent eyes. 

“She’ll be alright. Won’t you, Kara?”

Still suffering the lowest setting, Kara blinked at us both. “Wh-What? Oh, uh… yes?”

“See?” I smirked. “She’ll be fine.”

Maria nodded and prepared two slices of cheesecake. She drizzled strawberry preserves on them and then passed the plates to me. I released Kara’s hand to snatch them and thanked Maria with a slight bow. Then I found us a quiet little booth in the back, partially hidden by the rest of the cafeteria. 

Setting the plates down, I let Kara squeeze in toward the wall and joined her with a low chuckle. 

“They do cheesecake very well, here. There was a chef on the island who’d make them for me, he was—”

“Nick, please.”

“What? Oh.” I slipped a hand into my pocket and upped the intensity again. I looked at her with an innocent quirk to my brow. “That better?”

“Y-ye—uh. No…? I-I don’t…”

I’d already driven her speechless, and we’d barely started. I smiled sweetly at her and carefully handed her a fork. 

“Eat up,” I ordered.

“N-Nick, please—”

Quietly, I slid my hand into her lap and then down to her wet, needy crotch. She sucked in a sharp breath, but I just felt for the hard surface there, still buzzing happily. 

Utterly serious, I asked, “You okay?”

“Yes. Please, just—”

Content to know she wasn’t in the middle of a breakdown, I removed my hand.

“Cake first,” I admonished, and she whined in response, but I ignored it. “Then we’ll talk about that.”

Her quiet little sighs and the way she squirmed beside me were all I needed to understand just how desperate she was. The fork on her hand trembled slightly as she cut a small triangle and slipped it passed her lips. I waited for her to swallow before I upped the intensity a third time. She jumped a little, then whimpered softly while begging me with pale blue eyes.

I looked back, wide and innocent. “Problem?”

“Nick.”

“Finish your cake, my love.”

She clutched the edge of the table and breathed sharply for a moment. After a clear struggle and a glare my way, she managed to eat two more pieces. I watched her with an innocent little smile, then cut a piece of my own. I groaned with the taste of cheesecake and strawberry sang on my tongue. 

“Wow. Those ladies really know how to cook.”

“Nick, pl-please stop…” She groaned again, then spat out, “…making those noises.”

“Looks like someone is a little needy.”

She rolled her eyes, trying to be sarcastic. It ended in another groan, and I slid a hand into my pocket to turn the slider all the way up. Kara moaned in response, then glared at me. It fell apart quickly to a needy, desperate plea. “I-I can’t—”

“You can,” I told her. “Right here in the booth. No one would ever know, hm?”

“N-Nick—ohgod.” 

Her good hand slid down to her waistband, but I snatched it and pulled it gently to my lips. I kissed it, smiling when her hips started grinding into the seat.

“You don’t need any help,” I whispered to her fingers. “You’re very good at what you do.” 

Her fingers clenched around my hand, and I heard another quiet whine in response. She crossed her legs, then uncrossed them, desperate and unsure what to do with herself. 

“I bet you worked on several different designs for the best possible fit,” I went on. “Tested them, didn’t you? Over the last several weeks? Did you whisper my name in the middle of the night when you found a good choice? Andie’s next door, I bet she overheard you. She’s been pretty keen to set us up, after all. Maybe she knows your dirty little secret too.”

“N-Nick—”

“I bet she’d love to party with us. She can do some amazing things with her tongue, take it from me. Maybe I’ll let you work on each other, set up a little competition. The winner gets me. That sound like fun to you?”

Her hand tried to pull out of mine, to try to touch herself again, but this time, I held it tight. I kissed her fingers again and shook my head at her needy, pleading eyes. “I told you. You don’t need any help, Kara.”

“I-I want—”

“I know what you want, sweetie. And you’ll get it when we go back to your room.”

“I-I’m—Nick, I’m—”

“Mhmm.”

“I’m gonna—”

“Are you?”

“Please.”

I leaned in close, setting her hand into my lap. I slipped my other between her legs and pressed hard against the vibrator. She bit her lip and thrust against my fingers. 

“Did you like the cheesecake?”

A whine answered me, and I kissed the shell of her ear.

“Do it,” I whispered, pressing my fingers hard against her again. “I want to see it.”

She came with a sharp gasp, her pale blue eyes wide and staring upward at the ceiling. Her red hair tumbled back behind her like a crimson river. Cheesecake forgotten, the world dimmed to just me, her, and the thing she’d created. I’m pretty sure she forgot where she was because she moaned a little louder and then pressed in close. Her mouth came to mine, and her hips twitched desperately in the seat. She kissed me as she came, again and again, and one of my hands slid up to her hair while the other finally turned off the vibrator. 

Panting, she leaned her forehead against mine and bit her lip. I chuckled and kissed her cheek. 

“You good?”

“I-I can’t believe we… you… oh-ohmygod.”

“C’mon.”

Carefully, I led her out of the booth and back towards the girl’s dorm. I was impressed to find her balance a little off, and she leaned against me as we made it back to her room. I closed the door behind us with a decisive click and then sat her on the bed. I knelt in front of her with a smirk, holding her knees in my hands. 

Lifting a brow, I asked, “May I?”

Still speechless, she could only nod at me. I parted her legs and then carefully pulled her waistband down. Black lacy panties came with it. After a minor struggle, I removed them entirely and tossed them somewhere behind me. I kissed my way up her left leg and then eyed her wet core with a hungry glance. Kara sighed uncomfortably. When I looked up, she pointed toward the betta who was watching with interest.

“I can’t. Not when he’s looking at me like that.”

Snorting, I reached for a spare blanket at the end of her bed and carefully draped it over the small tank. 

“Better?”

“Um. Yeah, I guess.”

I knelt in front of her again. Instead of touching her, I carefully pulled out the vibrator most of the way and took a good look at the thing. It was of modest size and curved to fit her exactly how she wanted. Instead of pulling it out completely, I thrust it back in and then turned it on to the highest setting. She whimpered. 

I leaned in close, lifted her shirt a little, and kissed her belly just under the arm sling. To her cute little innie belly button, I whispered, “You ready for another go?”

Her hand slid into my hair, and she chuckled breathlessly. “Yeah, whatever it takes for you to—” She cut off when I began to thrust the vibrator in and out, toying with it idly. She sucked in a harsh breath, and spat out, “Please.”

With that vote of confidence, I began to fuck her with the toy in earnest. She spread her legs wide and thrust against me. I watched closely, and just as she was about to tip over, I pulled out the vibrator entirely and shut it off. I set it nearly to be cleaned later, and the remote joined it a second later.

Kara cursed softly. “Nick, I swear to fucking—”

I slipped two fingers inside of her, pleased to find her wet, warm, and eager. Kara shuddered around them, and her fingers in my hair clutched tightly for a moment. I kissed her belly again, soothing. 

“I’ll take care of you,” I promised. I sat back, and with my fingers still inside of her, I encouraged Kara to lay back on the bed. A third joined in, teasing her with harsh, circular motions.

“N-Now would very nice!”

“So demanding,” I chided. “You’re lucky I’m in a charitable mood, Lord Maxian.”

“Nick.”

“That’s Sir Longbottom to you.”

She huffed in irritation. Knowing she didn’t have nearly as much patience as Andie, I removed my fingers and shoved my pants down freeing a hardness that had been loud and demanding for the last hour while I’d toyed with her. 

With a quirked brow, I looked deep in her eyes and asked, “You ready?”

“If you don’t fuck me soon, I’m going to flip us both over and take it myself,” Kara snarled. 

“Now there’s a good idea. Maybe we should do that sometime.”

“Nick, I swear to god. Stop fucking teasing me!”

“Ha! Say it a little louder, I want Andie to hear you.”

Kara’s face turned crimson. “Ohgod.”

With a grin, I carefully sank deep inside of her, staring into her eyes all the while. Her expressions flew from indignant fury to an embarrassed horror to a low, needy whine. Suddenly desperate, she clawed at my back with her good hand and demanded, “Move!”

I shushed her, and then playfully kissed her nose. “You’re so bossy,” I remarked. “We should work on that.”

“Nick.”

“Nuh-uh. We’re taking this slowly. You’ve got a broken arm, remember?”

She clearly wanted it a bit rougher, but I kept my pace slow and consistent. It wasn’t just to drive her mad because I really was concerned about her injury. Still, the arm was held in a study cast, and Leslie had largely healed most of the damage already. 

“The arm’s f-fine,” she stammered and then bit her lip.

“Maybe so,” I sighed. “Still, you are pretty cute when you’re desperate.”

She whined again, but after a long moment where I ignored my deeper need and kept a slow, maddening pace, the fight slid right out of her. Her legs wrapped around me eased, and her shoulders relaxed against the bed. With a sigh, she stared deep into my eyes with a loving expression. 

“Thank… ohgod… thank y-you… f-for the flowers,” she stuttered.

I smiled at her, utterly and completely taken. “I still owe you more. Red ones, this time.”

“Nick, I—”

“I love you too,” I whispered in confidence. “I always have. Always will. I promise.”

I picked up the pace, and then finally gave into the need within me. We rode a passionate crescendo, and I helped her climb until we both crested over. With a low moan, she and I came together, and I fell down onto the bed while she clenched and shivered around me.

A moment later, I was free and sitting on the side of the bed. I wanted to clean, and I should have headed for the showers at the very least… but Kara held me close, and I stayed right where I was. I lay back down in the small twin bed and covered us both with a blanket. I decided it was best left for the morning. The entire dorm would know about it, then, but I couldn’t bring myself to care.

Kara rested her head on my shoulder and kissed it softly. 

“You’re a doofus,” she said. “But that was amazing.”

“Thanks.” After a moment, I amended, “I think.”

She chuckled. “Thanks for all the fish.”

“No problem.” I rubbed my hand up and down her shoulder. “Got a name for that betta yet?”

“Yeah. How about Cheesecake?”

I laughed.
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Chapter 27
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Triton met us as a group on the helipad early in the morning, and we each climbed into the waiting aircraft with confused expressions. I sat between Andie and Kara and held each of their hands in mine. Kara leaned against me and fell asleep ten minutes into the ride, apparently still not a morning bird. Andie chuckled at the sight and leaned against my other shoulder with a happy little sigh.

The old man’s smile was patient while Eric babbled excitedly about the trip. “This is a Phantom jet! I can’t believe it! They’re some of the fastest crafts in the world.”

The jet itself matched his assessment. It was a sleek black machine, its flight largely silent when it took off and sailed over the bay.

“A Phantom jet?” Andie’s brow raised upward. She wasn’t nearly the level of fangirl that Eric was, but she was still very impressed. “They were used to transport heroes back and forth on long-distance missions, right?”

Triton nodded. “This is the very same one used to transport Ice Bringer to Otevale.” 

Eric’s eyes grew wide as golf balls. “Omigod. Where did he sit? Am I sitting in his seat? Wow. Wow!!” 

I sucked in a harsh breath at the sudden devastation seen beyond the window, and both Andie and Kara’s hands tightened around me. Eric and Aylin both cursed softly, the latter in her native tongue. When I glanced to her, Aylin’s glowing eyes were struck by terrible sadness. 

Once a beacon of industry for most of the northern continent, the city was now a ruined wasteland of cement, steel, and glass. Skyscrapers lost to time were charred and warped, with large chunks bitten out of them. Parks had been long neglected, and nature now spread beyond its man-made borders to crack through the rest of the city. Grasses and bushes pierced up through the broken pavement. No human was living here, so the local wildlife had taken it back. I spotted deer darting through a shattered storefront, and a snake curling along the main road without a care in the world.

The pilot settled our jet on the top of a sturdy-looking building. It wasn’t until Eric excitedly pointed at a sign that I realized it was the old safehouse where Otevale’s finest heroes made their home. 

“This was the last stand!” Eric couldn’t climb out of the jet fast enough. He scooted by Triton with an excited, “Thanks!” and then hopped down on the roof, examining the local devastation with all the vigor of a child. I thought his eagerness was in bad taste, but Triton smiled after him with a certain glint in his eye.

“I thought my father wanted to conquer Otevale. Not destroy it.” I scowled out at the wasteland beyond the window and crossed my arms. Andie and Kara had both stood and started to gather gear. 

“He tried,” Triton said gently, knowing the verbal minefield for what it was. “And afterward, he also tried to rebuild.”

“What happened? No one’s here!” I jabbed an angry finger out the window. “It hasn’t been touched in years!”

“One cannot rule an empty room, Mr. Gateon. Inferno encouraged rebuilding efforts, but there was no one left within the city to perform them. The rest of the world was content to abandon it altogether.” 

With a gentle wave of his hand, Triton encouraged me to follow him out of the jet. I was unhappy to be even closer to my father’s terrible mark in history, but Triton was not a man with infinite patience. I sighed and carefully stepped out of the jet, only to find Andie and Kara’s supporting hands each in mine. Their smiles were tentative.

Aylin floated high above the devastation, a hand pressed to her mouth in sorrow. Eric was the only one pleased to be here. He excitedly examined the blasts so he could determine who must have done what, and where.

“This devastation you see came from both sides. It was we who evacuated the city, and with no hostages left to protect her, powers flew wild and careless. The decision to evacuate was Ice Bringer’s, after insisting that any life left to Inferno’s cause was a villain-to-be. He was wrong.”

I lifted a brow at him, tearing my gaze away from all the rubble. “Wrong? What do you mean, wrong?”

“Inferno is many things, and sometimes a murderer among them,” Triton sighed. “But he is not known to kill innocents blatantly and, in fact, generally kills those who do so.” 

I thought about arguing that my father’s version of ‘innocent’ was greatly different from ours, but the point was moot. Triton was right. Dad would never kill a round of terrified hostages, and he intended to conquer Otevale, not ruin it.

“His empire is clean of most violent crimes, in fact,” Triton continued. “Despite attacking the city first, Inferno earned the loyalty of the Otevale survivors he kept by providing housing, food, clean shelter, and paying jobs within his own empire. By contrast, nearly all the people evacuated by Ice Bringer were eventually poured into ghettos and refugee camps across the world. They had nothing and would continue to have nothing until many defected back to the empire.”

“Yeah. I saw that too, when I was there,” I confessed. “So you’re saying—”

“I’m simply pointing out that the history between Inferno and Ice Bringer is a very complicated one,” Triton interrupted. “Ice Bringer is regarded as a hero to most from Otevale, but it was because of this war that he left us and has not been active since. To me, Otevale is not an example of Inferno’s ruthlessness, but rather the devastation that happens when you allow powered warfare on this scale.”

“Yeah,” Eric piped up from where he was leaning against the edge of the roof. “It’s like rescue class, right? You’re supposed to save the innocents and protect the city. That’s rule number one. You focus too hard on the villain… well, stuff like this happens.”

Triton nodded in approval. “Precisely, Mr. Meyers.”

I pulled from Kara and Andie’s grasps to gesture out at the city. “This is all fine and good, but why am I here?” I didn’t want to be there. Not when I could see melted steel beams and know exactly who had done so.

“You are here to train, Mr. Gateon. Your power is too devastating to truly let loose in Alexandria, and I’m quite fond of the forest which borders it. To that end, I’ve brought you to a ruined city to test the limits of your potential. Power up, please.”

I bit my lip, suddenly nervous. “But he did this. I’m just going to make it worse.”

“It is alright, boy.” Triton smiled gently in response. He closed the distance between us and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “The world has abandoned this place. There are no more innocents to harm.”

With a nod, I let the power sing through my veins. I stood a little straighter as it rocketed up my spine. Endless, relentless, unending potential. 

“You want me to test my limits?”

“I want you to exhaust yourself,” Triton amended. He pointed out at the ruined buildings. The city was quiet after so long abandoned, but I could hear the creaking of metal in the wind. The place smelled of ash, even now. “Destroy as much of the city as you like, Mr. Gateon. Just… please leave this building standing.”

Well, it wasn’t every day that was an order given to you by one of the greatest heroes in the world. Everything felt surreal like the ground had vanished underneath me, and I was falling forever into an endless abyss. Even still, I nodded to him and then flew up next to Aylin.

She was still very upset, and I frowned when I saw dark tears sliding down her cheek.

“Aylin, are you—”

“I am well,” she cut off, palming them angrily when she realized I’d noticed. “It is nothing.”

“Are you sure?”

“I said I am well, Starlight,” she spat. Her tone was curt.

It was so unlike the sweet-natured girl I knew that I lifted a brow at her. She stared at me with an odd expression, like she was seeing through me to some other painful memory. 

“I will go,” she sighed, after a moment. “Continue with your training.”

She started to fly off, but I caught her arm before she could leave and pulled her back again. 

“Aylin—” I looked deep into her glowing eyes, trying to read them, but she gave away nothing.

“Starlight… please let me go.”

I did so without hesitation. Aylin looked me up and down for a moment, a frown twisting her dark purple lips. 

“I will go,” she repeated.

“If you ever want to talk—”

“Not now.” The tone was sharp, and she twisted away from me as if scared I was going to snatch her again. She flew off a moment later, deep into the mountains beyond Otevale. 

“Don’t worry about it, Nick!” Andie called out with cupped hands, “I think I know what’s going on with her. You just do you, man! She’ll be back!”

With a light sigh, I nodded and looked over the ruined city. A dusty haze had settled over her, and through it, I caught glimpses of fallen architecture, concrete, steel and glass spilling out all over the streets. The roads were cracked and fallen to disrepair. I tried to look at things from Eric’s eyes, but it was impossible to determine which hero had done what. 

Sure, some of the steel was partially melted, and I knew that to be my father’s signature, and others were shattered like they’d been made brittle—Ice Bringer’s, but the rest? 

Then again, in the end, it didn’t really matter. I was here to train, after all.

Slowly, I channeled raw energy into my palms and let it build there. It quickly began to glow like a small star, its light and heat pouring out with growing intensity as I kept on feeding it. 

It felt… really, really good to let it go. 

Too good. 

I’d always held back when fighting powered in the past, scared of the damage that I could do. I didn’t know if there was an end to the energy that I held within me, and each day was a constant struggle to hold it back. It wanted to be used, it begged and pleaded me quietly throughout each day like a maddening itch that I’d long learned to ignore. It was strange to give in. 

When the star was bright enough that it cast a glow over most of the surrounding buildings, I sent it hurtling toward the other side of the city. There was a moment right before it connected, where the ruined buildings waited with bated breath. Then the entire world exploded.

I’d overcalculated the bomb, and when it burst, the bright white heat flew at me with tremendous speed. Immediately, I came down to the roof and shielded Kara, Triton, and Eric behind me. Andie tried to shield me, but I shook my head. The explosion missed the building by inches. A tremendous mushroom cloud towered over the area. Everything smelled like smoke and ash.

Behind me, Eric whistled and peeked out over my shoulder to get a better look. “You made an atom bomb, Nick!”

“Not quite,” I said. “That would have taken out the entire mountain range, probably.”

“Can you make an atom bomb?” Andie wondered from her place on my right. 

“Well, my attack doesn’t give off radiation,” I said with a shrug. “But I could probably make it bigger, yeah.”

When it was safe enough, I stepped aside to let Triton and the others get a better view. Immediately, Eric ran to the edge of the roof and squinted at all the damage done. Andie pulled Kara aside to whisper something about Aylin, but I didn’t listen in.

Instead turned to Triton. He was wearing a curious smile. 

“Intriguing,” he said as he nodded toward the fading mushroom cloud. “You haven’t reached your limit yet?”

I shook my head. “No. Shall I do another?”

“Yes.” His smile twitched. “I want to see more, Mr. Gateon.”

With a nod, I took off back into the sky and looked over the damage that was done. Where there been buildings, there was now only dust within a huge blast radius. I winced in apology but knew the whole point of coming here was to prevent loss of life. 

Still, it was unnerving to feel power still thrumming in my veins, knowing that I only stopped feeding the bomb because I didn’t want to hurt my friends. Maybe I really could destroy a whole mountain range?

I fed energy into my eyes, and twin beams of red laser fire sprayed over the dust. I marked black lines at random. The range seemed relatively endless, but it was hard to say for certain.

My power worked based off an endless supply of energy, and all it took was concentration to form it however I wanted. I could manifest it as kinetic energy, or turn it into light or heat. I blinked the laser fire away and heard Andie whistle approvingly from down below. When I glanced her way, I noted Aylin’s return. She and Kara were hugging, and Andie was winking at me with a sassy expression.

I smiled down at her and then focused my hands in front of me. I wondered if I could make a shield. Some heroes could manipulate fields and create hard bubbles of light to protect them from harm. It was entirely based on energy, so maybe I could do the same?

I squinted at the space in front of me, and at first, nothing happened. But as I concentrated, I noticed a glowing white field shimmering in and out of existence. Excited, I powered more energy into it, and at first, it shone bright and hot. But then it fizzled and became a ray of heat instead that shot out of my palms and exploded into the city below. It didn’t do as much damage as the bomb, but devastation wasn’t on my mind anymore.

I shook my hands in frustration. With a quiet sigh, I concentrated on controlling the perfect amount of energy while watching the glowing white shimmer fade in and out of existence. 

Too much.

Too little. 

Just right. 

A wall of light finally appeared before me. I shaped it into a bubble with a happy smile and then expanded it around me. 

Eric pointed excitedly from down below, and my concentration broke at his shriek of joy. The field faded again.

I scowled. Apparently, I needed more practice controlling my abilities because this was a lot harder than it should have been. 

I tried again, and this time, I managed to summon the wall of light a lot faster. I expanded it and then shaped it like a huge dome that I rested over the entire building below. At first, I concentrated on maintaining it. Andie and Eric reached out experimentally to see if they could move through it, and I was as surprised as they were to discover that they couldn’t. 

“See if you can keep it up,” Eric hollered from below.

I nodded, and a moment later, several sharp bolts of lightning slammed against the barrier. I grimaced and held on. It was one thing to note his abilities from a safe distance inside of a gym, and another entirely to experience them through the energy drain it took to maintain the barrier against his assault. He’d kept up his training because the damage was severe, and I felt energy pass through me in a rush as the barrier struggled to keep up. 

Still, the glowing white dome held on. After a moment of debate, Aylin joined him by piercing it with laser fire. The barrier flickered dangerously under their mutual assault, but I held on with a grimace. A few minutes passed like that, and eventually, I released the dome with a sigh. 

I landed on the roof, smiling at them all. 

“I never did that before,” I said proudly. “That’s going to come in handy once I master it.”

“I’d say you mastered it very quickly,” Triton noted. “It seemed to take a lot of energy to maintain.”

“I need to keep a perfect balance, which means feeding energy into it when it takes fire. I’m still not tired, but it did take a lot of concentration to maintain. Realistically, I should keep the barrier small, so it’s more manageable.”

Eric lifted a brow at that. “You mean, you could make it bigger?”

“In theory.” I nodded. “I’m pretty sure I could cover the entire city, given some practice.”

Triton noted the time on his watch and gestured upward. “You have just enough time to test if you like.”

Instead of rising up into the sky again, I spread my arms outward where I stood on the roof and closed my eyes to concentrate. I felt the barrier form with a slow draw of power. I shaped it into a dome in my mind, visualizing it growing wider and wider over the city. Andie and Kara both cursed softly, and I opened my eyes. Above me, the dome shimmered over the district, wavering dangerously in and out of existence. I grimaced and held on to the balance of energy, trying to spread it further. It nearly winked out of existence, but with a bit more concentration, I managed to strengthen it again.

“Very good,” Triton murmured beside me. “You learn quickly.”

I wasn’t done. I spread the dome out further along the streets and buildings, spread it outward until I felt it reach the borders of the city itself. At some point, I’d closed my eyes. When I opened them, I looked up to see the white glow of the dome high above. 

“Wow,” I whispered. “I’m doing that.”

“You are indeed, Mr. Gateon,” Triton affirmed with a pleased smile.

“This is amazing, Nick.” Kara pointed and bounced a little on her heel. “You can save a lot of lives with this.”

“It’s… hard to control,” I grimaced as I noted the way it flickered dangerously again. “The bigger it is, the more it takes.”

Triton lifted a brow. “Have you reached the limit of your energy?”

I shook my head. “No. There’s more. There’s always more. It’s… it’s me, I think.” With an exhausted breath, I finally released the bubble, and it faded immediately out of existence. I stumbled backward when the power left me a moment later. Kara and Andie immediately reached to catch me when I nearly fell down. I leaned against them with a thankful nod and blinked tiredly at Triton.

The old man noted the time with a calm expression and smiled back at me. “Two minutes early. It is as we expected. Your energy seems to be limitless, but the strength of your body is not. High use will yield an early limit.”

“So I need…” I tried to stand on my own, but then immediately stumbled as my knees gave out. I cursed and wobbled with Andie’s help toward the jet. I leaned against it with a yawn. “So I gotta be… y’know, careful,” I slurred.

Triton smiled knowingly. “As ever,” he nodded. “You also seem to be weaker than usual, Mr. Gateon. Fortunately, your crew is aware of the dangers, yes?”

Andie, Eric, Kara, and Aylin each nodded in turn when he glanced at them. “To that end, I would like to address your roles,” he continued. “You’ve fallen into them naturally already, but each group has a specific dynamic that needs to be maintained for better effectiveness. Mr. Gateon is a natural leader, and I don’t think anyone will protest his role as one in this group. Am I correct?”

“He’s the boss,” Andie said with a smirk. Kara nodded, and I rolled my eyes tiredly, knowing that they were referencing bedroom habits more than anything.

“He’s a Gateon, that makes sense.” Eric smiled innocently and bounced on his heels a little. 

Andie chuckled and ruffled her hand through Eric’s hair. 

“You’re adorable.” She grinned.

“Am not!”

“Are too!”

Aylin smiled at the two of them and nodded as well. 

“Starlight is a raja.” At our blank looks, she explained, “A… natural general? One who is born to lead.”

I blushed at the notion, but Triton nodded at this as if it were common knowledge. 

“Ms. Johnson,” he continued, looking at Kara. “Your power allows you to be offensive and supportive in many ways. Your weakness, of course, is your mortal disposition. Mr. Meyers is much the same.”

“I’m an ordinary boy,” Eric said with a nod. 

Andie rolled her eyes. “Mortal, yeah, but there’s nothing ordinary about you, kid.”

“Ms. Baker, your power leads you to a variety roles, but largely you should play defensive and protect the group. I’ve noticed you’ve already done this in the past.”

Andie shrugged. “I play a lot of tanks in MMOs,” she said casually.

Eric’s eyes grew wide as golf balls. “You play—”

“You’re not the only nerd around, you know,” she cut him off. “We’ll talk later.”

“Thank you,” Triton sighed. He was a man of infinite patience, but it was clear he was getting tired of the constant interruptions. “Ms. Ajlal—” 

At his attention, Aylin cleared her throat and stood a little straighter. “Yes?”

“You are the only one who can fly consistently, offering a lot of mobility the group doesn’t otherwise have. To that end, your duty is to provide that level of support. Scouting, baiting, and range are your greatest assets.”

“I understand,” she murmured. 

Triton smiled patiently. “Good.” He turned his attention back to me and looked me up and down with a critical eye. “How soon can you recover?”

I bit my lip and pondered the question. I felt like I really wanted a nap, more than anything, and it was a struggle to stand, let alone practice. “At least another ten minutes,” I conceded, after a moment’s debate. “It’s really bad this time.”

Triton nodded patiently and then gestured for the others to form a line. “Ms. Baker, you are teamed with Ms. Johnson.” The two girls nodded. “Ms. Ajlal, you are teamed with Mr. Meyers.” They too nodded in kind. “I want you to practice against each other for the next ten minutes.”

He turned from them a moment later. I sank down on the ground and put my head in my arms. I felt Triton join me a moment later, and I heard the sound of battle rush off the roof, towards the rubble in the city.

“Your power is quite devastating, Mr. Gateon. I am proud to know that you’ve managed such control for so long.”

I couldn’t help a small note of pride sink deep inside of me. Looking up from my knees, I met Triton’s eyes with a quirked brow. “If I’m this drained after all that, would I be in serious danger if I really pushed it?”

Triton’s frown was troubled. “It is possible.” He nodded. “We’ve checked your readings in the past, and while there is no outward health risk to your exhaustion, it is possible that an extreme output will demand an extreme payment.”

I met his frown with one of my own. “You mean… a coma?”

“Have you ever fallen unconscious before, after one of these sessions?”

I shook my head. “No. Do you think it’s possible?”

“Anything is possible,” he said quietly. “Your limits seem boundless, but do not forget that your body will pay the price. Do be careful in the future, Mr. Gateon.”

He was deathly serious as he looked me up and down, and I frowned, wondering when I would be forced to expend so much energy that I’d fall into a coma. That seemed like such a waste. I nodded back to him, and promised, “I will.”

He smiled and gently clapped me on the shoulder. “Your final is tomorrow, my dear boy. Rest. You will need it.”
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Chapter 28 - Triton

[image: image]


Many years ago, I’d lost my wife to a madman. My high school sweetheart, who I’d sworn my life to in a moment of lust. Efraim had been the one to hunt down the man responsible, and after the villain had been found guilty by the courts and then sentenced to death, it was Efraim who consoled me in the aftermath. I was very young, then, barely a sprout out of high school. Inferno was hardly a thought in anyone’s mind at the time, and I was only just barely blossoming with power of my own. 

I could not doubt Efraim’s value to the world, nor his wisdom in the many years he’d spent as a hero on behalf of Alexandria. He would always be a very dear friend to me… but in the years since I’d come to Valcav to work as a tutor, the things I had witnessed pushed us toward a rivalry as well. 

I was still a young man when I first began my career at Valcav, but I’d started early enough to see the Fire and Ice boys grow into the heroes they’d later become. As now, Efraim was one of the primary staff to take on personal mentorships at the time, and he saw the potential they had just as anyone else did. At first, I was eager to see how the two grew in Efraim’s legendary grasp, but then… cracks began to form.

Nicholas became reckless and desperate to please an impossible master, and Jasper became reclusive, prone to self-loathing and personal bitterness. I would not dare to presume that Efraim caused the later spiral that consumed the world, but it would be foolish not to acknowledge his part in it.

History was repeating itself with the young Matthew’s recent dips into madness. Before the eve of the final, I invited Efraim to dinner, eager to learn if anything had changed on that merit. I was not keen to witness Matthew’s explosion, but if he suffered one, I would be quick to intervene.

This pattern needed to end.

We ordered our meals with pleasantries and mutual nods of respect. The cuisine was the best this restaurant had to offer, and Efraim complimented the meal we were delivered with hardly a glance down at his plate. I didn’t pay any attention either, too focused on the tension between us.

There was a lot of history traded in the quick glances we granted each other. I would be forever grateful for the impact Efraim had on my life, but my debt to him had long been paid. He knew that I disapproved of his methods and that I desired to do something about it. It was only because I respected him that I’d done nothing thus far, willing to give him a chance to do better. 

Not that he agreed there was something wrong. He wanted to prove that his methods worked, and this was why we’d instigated a minor competition in the first place.

“Tell me,” I sighed, breaking the eye contact to glance down at the steak I’d ordered. “How are the twins fairing?”

“Quite well,” Efraim muttered. His sour look betrayed the lie, and I frowned at that.

“Is it the girl?” A natural assumption. Jack was too dull to offer much resistance, and Brad, too eager to follow along. Matt was already wrapped firmly around the man’s finger, so it had to be her. “Kristen, wasn’t it?” An unknown entity, even now.

“She’s petulant and disregards authority,” he spat, knowing I’d spotted his lie easily enough. “A real talent to be sure, but not one that can be controlled.”

“You’re admitting defeat? The final is tomorrow, Efraim.”

“I have admitted nothing,” he said with a glare. “I’ve simply given her the extended leash she wishes. If she weren’t so determined to hide behind her brother, she’d be the better leader for them both. She is… protective of them, and far more capable the three combined.”

“Oh?”

Efraim tipped his head in answer. 

“You can keep your secrets if you like,” I offered, “but I admit to some curiosity. Kristen is a nut that I have not been able to crack myself. She is quiet and enjoys her mystery.”

“She’s mastered using Matthew’s abilities,” Efraim admitted easily enough. “Even Matthew hasn’t been able to do that.”

“If she’s so capable, then she could really give Nick a run for his efforts. It’s a wonder you haven’t arranged the two of them to bicker.”

“She’s better than your precious Nick,” Efraim spat and gave me a pointed look. I knew full well he was arranging the tension between Matt and Nick, at least in part. But he would never admit to that. “She won’t fight him.”

That was news to me. “Oh? Why not?”

“She doesn’t agree that he is a problem.”

“Then she’s smart.” I nodded in approval. “I do like her, she sounds wonderful.”

Efraim rolled his eyes at me. “Don’t be so smug, Douglas. As I said, she hates authority. You’d have just as much difficulty—”

“Sometimes, one needs a gentle hand,” I interrupted. I began cutting my steak with a little smile. “You cannot take a knife to everything in life.”

“I don’t—”

“You do. Much as you may will it, the black and white world you live within has plenty of gray in it.”

“Don’t patronize me. I have a handle on her, and as I said, things are going well. They’ll win the final tomorrow, and you’ll finally drop this silly notion of yours.”

“Of course, Efraim. My apologies.”

“I said don’t patronize me.”

I smiled at him and put a bite of the steak into my mouth. It was divine. Efraim stabbed his own with a glare. 

After I swallowed, I asked, “Something wrong?”

“You’re infuriating. It’s a wonder I even like you,” he spat.

I chuckled softly. “Try to remember that tomorrow, after I win.”
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Chapter 29
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On the day of the rescue finals, Matt’s team and mine met in the gym. City Master was waiting in a chair beside Triton and Judgment, who each nodded to their teams in turn. They spoke quietly to each other in soft tones, but I could see the tension in both their shoulders. It was obvious that City Master sat a little further away to avoid their discussion, whatever it was. Both Triton and Judgment held great respect for each other, but to call them friends was a stretch of the imagination.

I wondered if Matt had progressed to respect for me. If his menacing sneer was anything to go by, Matt and his cronies were still sour about the incident at the movies. So it was doubtful. He’d been largely silent since then, busy with Judgment’s harsh regime. 

According to the girls, Kristen was hardly seen at her dorm of late, disappearing early in the morning and arriving only very late at night. She, Matt, and the others had still been seen in class, but their focus was clearly elsewhere. They huddled in dark corners, whispering to each other in secret languages and trading notes back and forth. 

Matt had some passing comments about Fulgurite’s second attack in the halls the last week or so, but when I ignored them, he didn’t persist. Like before, he believed me responsible for her assault. Perhaps I was, on some level of existence, but Triton’s words sang clear in my head. I had to stop apologizing for being Inferno’s son. And once I did, Matt had nothing to use against me.

Normally, our courses were hidden behind a wall when we entered, but this time, it was plain for us to see. 

The course had obviously been constructed in Hell because I saw buzz saws, a pit of boiling acid, killer robots guarding a series of vault jumps, lasers that triggered a nearby turret, and a wall climb that soared up to the very top of the ceiling. 

Adelaide was sitting peacefully in a cage where she dangled over the edge. It was hard to tell from this far away, but I was pretty sure she was playing some sort of game on her phone.

Matt’s group was gathered a bit farther away, and I could see them eyeing the course with nervous, but hungry eyes. 

The girls and I traded confident glances. To keep the numbers even, Eric had been assigned to fight Elianna and had already done the course earlier in the day, so he was only here for moral support. 

“You got this.” He clapped me on the back, smiling wide. “I scored pretty high earlier. It’s not as rough as it looks.”

“Really?” I quirked a brow at him. 

“Uh, well… alright, it is,” he caved and scratched the back of his head nervously. “There are a few surprises. Can’t spoil, of course.”

“Of course.” I nodded, a little bit amused. I glanced over and saw Matt watching us intently. No doubt he thought Eric was giving me pointers. 

“For our villain run, I plan on pissing him off,” I said, jabbing a thumb at Matt. “Works every time.”

“Yeah,” Andie agreed. “Good plan. Kristen will hold back to either argue with him or defend him.”

“And of course his two lunkheads will join in,” Kara said. “It’ll be a wonder if they finish the course at all.”

I balled my fists while I eyed the course. Powered, the whole thing was going to be easy. But unpowered, I’d have a time of it. 

“I won’t power up until our hero run,” I said. “I want to conserve it.”

The girls nodded, and then City Master stood from his chair and demanded attention with a raised hand. Both groups quieted immediately and focused on him.

“Welcome to the final rescue course. Due to the special nature of this event, you will each share your total scores as two teams. You will also be scored by your mentors,” City Master gestured at Triton and Judgement. “They will debate a total for each group in each match and announce the victors. If there is an extended debate and that cannot reach an agreement, I will interfere as a third party. Gateon, your group will be villains first.”

We all nodded in recognition. 

City Master sighed and gestured toward the course. “As usual, heroes will be scored by time. The faster you rescue the target, the better your score will be. Because you are doing this as a group, you will also receive bonus points for acts of heroism… in other words, saving your comrades from harm, or holding back the opposing team while another performs the rescue.”

Matt raised a polite hand, and City Master quirked a brow at him. “Yes, Mr. Barbur?”

“Who decides what qualifies as an act of heroism?”

“Your mentors, of course,” he said, gesturing at the two still seated. Both Triton and Judgment nodded in kind.

Matt retreated back into the safety of his group, and City Master waited a moment to see if anyone else had a question. When they did not, he continued, “As usual, villains will likewise be scored based on time. The longer your heroes take to perform their rescue, the better your marks. Likewise, you will receive bonus marks for acts of villainy. This includes successfully working as a team to stall the heroes, incite them, and distract them. As before, your mentors will decide what constitutes an act of villainy.

“With that said, the villains will enter first as always, and set whatever traps they desire. They will be given privacy and a five minute grace period.”

City Master gestured for us to approach. When we did, he pointed toward the starting line. “Once you walk past the starting line, I’ll erect a wall that will lower again in five minutes.”

As soon as we crossed the line, City Master was true to his word, and a simple white wall came up to shield us from Matt’s group. I gestured up at Adelaide. 

“It’s likely that even if we distract Matt, Kristen is going to keep heading toward Adelaide,” I explained. “Aylin, you can fly. You’re on duty to stall her, okay?”

“It will be done.” Aylin nodded confidently. 

“Thanks,” I said then turned and grinned at Kara. “You bring anything fun for the fight?”

“You know me so well,” Kara replied as she handed me one of two small devices. “Turn it on and put it in your pocket.” 

When I did as she asked, a gentle blue energy field flickered around me. She did the same in kind.

“Matt’s not going to hold back,” she explained, “and for that matter, neither will Brad.”

That surprised me. “Wait, what does Brad even do?”

“He’s a telepath,” she said dryly like it should have been obvious. I lifted a brow in surprise, and she seemed troubled. “You know… mind reading, control, and general fuckery…?”

I hissed. “He can do what now?”

“Wait, you didn’t know?” Kara asked as she looked at each of us in turn.

When we all shook our heads, Kara sighed, looking a little disgusted. It was an expression meant for Brad. 

“Of course you didn’t,” she spat. “Brad’s hidden it too well over the school year and has been careful not to tell anyone outright. I’m sure the instructors are aware of it, but… Nick, his powers are invisible, and that makes him extremely dangerous. I think Brad’s been more involved than you realize. He can manipulate people, turn them against allies or other enemies… sound familiar?”

I gave her a blank look, and she tsked at me. “I’m saying that I think he’s been secretly doing it to Matt the entire time, enhancing his aggression toward you. It only just occurred to me. Hell, he might have even been doing it to you, too. In other words—”

“You think Matt’s beef with me isn’t even his?”

“Oh, it most definitely is,” she nodded, “but haven’t you noticed that he’s been pretty ridiculous about it? It’s one thing to hate your family, another to blame you for every mess in the city. You should take Brad out first because if he’s manipulating Matt, making it worse…”

“… then I can’t get through to him,” I followed along. “But we’re villains this time, Kara, I don’t want to get through to Matt.”

Andie swore softly, disgusted by the notion, but it was Aylin who looked angry. 

“Mind control is wrong,” she spat. “Our people learned that the hard way. If this Brad is manipulating his comrade, then Matthew Barbur should know of it. If you don’t tell him, Starlight, I will.”

Kara nodded in agreement. “The twins probably aren’t even aware it’s happening, Nick. That’s the thing. Brad’s a telepath, so he probably told them that he can talk to them in their minds and not much else. And that’s true, I’m pretty sure he has been communicating with them silently. He likely coordinates for them. I’m sure they think he’s got a weak power set, and that’s also probably why Matt called you a bully for threatening Brad way back when. He doesn’t realize Brad can defend himself.”

“But Judgment surely knows,” I pointed out. “He’s training them. Wouldn’t he encourage Brad to use his powers more honestly within the group?”

Kara shook her head. “Not if it was working for them. Who knows what goes on in Judgment’s head?”

“I don’t like this.” I frowned. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“Well, maybe he doesn’t know, then.” Kara gestured helplessly. “Look, it doesn’t matter right now. The point is that Brad will probably be communicating silently for the group, coordinating their attacks. And that reminds me.” 

She created four slim headsets with some devices in her pockets and passed one to each of us. 

“So we can communicate,” she explained, putting on one herself. 

I set mine on with a troubled furrow of my brow. 

“I’ve never fought someone with mind control powers,” I said. “How does that even work?”

Kara shrugged. “Once you know about it, it’s easy to fight it off, at least as far as Brad’s concerned. I saw it back in the trials. He can’t manipulate a strong-willed person once they’re aware of it. He tried mindfucking another student after boasting about his abilities, and it nearly cost him a place at Valcav.”

Andie frowned and tsked disapprovingly. “Kara… you knew the entire year, and didn’t say anything?”

“I thought you all knew,” Kara muttered. “I thought everyone knew.” Her expression shifted into an apologetic twist of her lips. “Sorry, I would have said something sooner if it had come up. I mean, Matt has genuinely been a dick, I just think that it’s possible Brad’s been enhancing it to ridiculous proportions.”

“If that’s true, it could get him expelled,” I pointed out. “Using powers against other students outside of class is illegal. You should have said something.”

“I know, but I didn’t put it all together until today… about him using it against Matt, I mean,” she explained. “To mindfuck your friends takes a true slimeball, and… look, I just didn’t think he could be that bad. The problem is that it makes too much sense. Besides, I can’t prove he’s doing it, and he’d probably take the excuse to threaten me again, and… I’m really sorry, Nick.”

“Wait, what do you mean again?” Now I was angry, but not at her. The idea of him threatening Kara when I wasn’t around… 

Kara’s shoulders rose with the tension. 

“It’s not like that,” she sighed. “He just hits on me. Like before. When we’re alone, I mean. I think it’s because he knows that I know, you know? I can defend myself, but he hasn’t done anything. It’s all just… talk.”

“I’ll break his arm for real this time,” I muttered.

“Go ahead.” Kara nodded. “I won’t stop you. The point is, Brad’s your real target. He’s going to be pretty aggressive for the final, so he’ll probably try to mindfuck all of us on the get-go. Just be careful, okay?”

We each nodded in turn. I checked the clock overhead and cursed. “Two minutes left. Let’s hurry.”

We scrambled to set some traps. I made a good portion of them lethal and planned to drag both Matt and Jack through at least half of them. Still, we’d have to path it carefully so that Kristen and Brad wouldn’t be killed in the crossfire. They weren’t nearly as durable.

Not that I didn’t care about Brad’s continued survival at this point. The revelations about him spun around my head, and I recalled the fights with Matt earlier in the year from a different perspective. Brad hadn’t been at the movies, but it was possible they’d spoken just before the incident. 

Matt had come in oddly aggressive with no real trigger to speak of, aside from what had happened on the beach. And I knew for a fact that Brad had spoken to Matt before our first match in rescue class weeks ago, after which Matt had been ridiculously angry with me for ‘fucking’ with his friends. 

Some dark little part of me that I thought I’d left behind on the island sorely wished I’d done a lot more than just threaten to break Brad’s arm all that time ago. 

Odd that he hadn’t used his ability to save himself back then… or maybe he had? I had let him go without serious injury. Was that me being nice, or did he do that himself?

I felt like I needed to shower, knowing that he’d been combing through my thoughts this whole year. How do you fight something like that? And for that matter, how long had he been manipulating the twins? 

Matt had clearly been a dick before meeting Brad because, during the trials, he’d been very aggressive. Even Kristen had outright tried to kill me with those guns on the obstacle course, so maybe they’d both come to the school a bit angry. 

But if they had, why was Kristen now more resistant to the notion? She didn’t seem nearly so angry with me anymore, and in fact, avoided Matt’s little temper tantrums altogether. There was clear tension between the siblings because Kristen disapproved of Matt’s continued vendetta, as well as the cronies he constantly walked around with.

The whole thing was a mess to follow in retrospect, so I left it aside and waited by the starting line for Matt’s crew to enter. Aylin floated above us, and Kara had gone invisible somewhere within the course. Andie waited beside me.

Testing the mic we each wore, I asked, “Can you guys hear me? Thirty seconds.”

“Yes, Starlight.”

“Yeah,” Kara confirmed. “I’m near the acid pit. I’ll play distraction.”

“I’m backing up Nick,” Andie chirped, both in my ear and to the right of me. 

“Got it.”

The wall finally came back down, and Matt, Jack, Kristen, and Brad all greeted us from the other side. I planted my hands on my hips and ignored Matt’s sneer to look at Brad. He had such an anonymous face, the sort of man that one combed over in a crowd without a second glance. He hid well behind Matt’s big, proud personality, but now that I knew, I focused on him with a glare.

Confused, Matt twisted around to glance at Brad too. He’d probably been expected me to bring up some retort about our last several arguments. 

“Problem, Nicholas?” Brad crossed his arms and lifted a brow at me. 

It was meant to get a rise out of me because it was clear he was referencing the name I shared with my father. I didn’t take the bait. Instead, I continued to glare at him instead, my fists balled into fists at either side of me.

“Going to knock him on his ass,” I whispered into the mic. “Andie, take care of the others.”

I rolled through the twins and Jack and tackled Brad to the floor behind them. They didn’t even make it past the starting line. Matt shouted in protest, but Andie twisted her body around him and Jack like a rope and squeezed them together. 

Instead of helping them, Kristen rolled her eyes in disgust and marched into the course. As she passed by all of us, Aylin retaliated from the skies and flew in to fight Kristen in a physical battle. Kristen wasn’t having it, and as she rolled out of the way, she ripped a large piece of metal off the wall, shaping it into armor that crunched into place around her body. It was only then that I noticed the entire course was built of metal. The floor underneath Aylin ripped upward and snatched her legs, pinning her in place as she shrieked in surprise.

Kristen was going to be a big problem. 

“I’m helping Aylin,” Kara whispered in my ear. “I’m serious, take care of Brad.”

Right afterward, a powerful blast erupted out of thin air, courtesy of a cloaked Kara, and slammed straight into the armor-clad Kristen. The force flung her backward, but then metal came up out of the floor to stabilize her fall. It twisted and floated around her body when she was standing again, and she glared out at the course. 

“Where are you, Kara?” Kristen called. “Fight fair and square!”

I heard Kara retaliate with another blast and decided to leave them to it. I punched Brad in the face, who scowled at up at me from where I had him pinned. 

“The fuck is your beef, Inferno Boy?” he sneered.

“How long have you been messing with us?” I growled. “I know what you can do, Brad!”

“Oh.” He grinned wide and lifted a cool brow at me. He didn’t even seem remotely intimidated by the punch I’d dealt him, and that unnerved me. Was his cowardly personality before merely an act? “Do you really?”

There was no sparkly effect or a twiddle of his fingers. He simply glared at me and then I heard Matt roar in fury. He lashed out at Andie with his claws who cried out in surprise before letting him go. Matt was on top of me a second later, dragging me off Brad and trying to take a bite out of me. I managed to twist away from the bite, but he was relentless as he clawed at me, slicing a long jagged cut on my chest. 

I cursed in pain and shoved him away with all my strength. Matt charged me again, but I kicked him in the chest, and he flopped onto his back. 

Brad’s chuckle was slightly hysterical as he climbed back to his feet. His eyes were wide with madness. 

“That’s a good little pup,” he said to Matt and clapped his hands together. “Rip him a new asshole for me.”

Matt seemed completely unaware of what was happening because he snarled in rage and scrambled after me. I fled back toward the course while Andie fought Jack, who was slinging bricks at her and ranting on about something involving bullies. 

Brad, uncontested, planted his hands on his hips and looked proudly over the chaos.

I tried racing after him, but Matt snatched me by the collar and dragged my eyes back to his furious golden gaze. He was partially transformed, his fangs low, his claws extended. 

“You’re a fucking monster!” he snarled.

“Me?” I avoided fighting back and tried to free myself from his grasp. “I haven’t even done anything.”

“I hate you!” He was so angry, spit flew out of his mouth. 

I grimaced and wiped some of it away. “Brad’s mindfucking you,” I tried. “Concentrate. Fight it. You’re better than this, Matt.”

“Don’t fucking bring him into this!” He shook me, and my shirt tore in protest. I pulled back, letting it tear to shreds in his grasp. Free, I dodged Matt’s inevitable slash, vaulted into the wall, and flipped behind him. Matt, confused, spun around.

I held up my hands in surrender and shook my head at him. 

“Matt, you need to stop,” I pleaded. “I’m tired of this! I don’t want to fight you anymore!”

“Your father killed my mother,” he shrieked. “I want to hurt you, to make him feel it! He needs to know what that’s like!”

“What that’s… I know what that’s like!” I felt outrage pour into me out of nowhere. Police tape over the kitchen door… my father’s trembling hands, blood crusted underneath his fingernails where he’d missed cleaning them… he said we were never going to suffer like that ever again, but I spent the next several years in the company of murderers who were proud to serve their new overlord. 

“The whole reason he killed your mother was that I lost mine.” My anger swelled as I shouted at him, I couldn’t believe his arrogance. “Death follows me everywhere, Matt. I can’t even go to the fucking carnival with my girlfriend before another crisis shows up, ready to take away yet another person that I care about! It never fucking ends!”

“Boo-fucking-hoo,” Matt snarled. 

The fury in me boiled over, but it was Aylin’s struggling voice in my ear that broke the spell before I could do something about it. “Starlight, concentrate! Brad is using you!”

I blinked and suddenly realized the anger for what it was. Startled, I faltered backward on my heel and shook my head. I felt like I’d just been drenched in ice water. Behind Matt, Brad was standing uncontested, looking at me with a cruel little smile.

I pointed at him. “He’s still using us, Matt. Stop letting him do it!”

“I don’t know what you’re on about,” Matt snarled, “but I’m going to hurt you now.”

I sighed. It was useless. “Well, at least you decided to warn me this time,” I muttered. “How polite of you.”

I caught a quick glimpse of Kristen slowly climbing up the wall while fighting off Kara, Aylin, and… Andie? 

I glanced to my left and saw Jack lying in a pile of bricks at one of the traps. He was slowly reforming himself, but I had some time until that happened. 

I turned my attention back toward Matt right as he tackled me. His sharp fangs were inches from my throat, so I rolled us over, and then punched him hard enough in the face that he reeled and blinked dumbly at me. 

“Your sister is doing all the work while you’re down here fucking off,” I muttered and gestured up at the wall. “Another disappointment.”

Matt blinked again and looked up at Kristen struggling against the girls. He was confused and pushed me aside with a shake of his head. 

“No, I… no, the plan was to… what?”

“Matt.” I drew his attention back by ducking in front of his vision. I held his eyes. “Look at me. You’re being used. Do you understand? Brad is using you.”

“Brad?” Again, his expression turned to doubt before morphing into outrage. “Brad’s nothing! He’s just a—”

“He can mindfuck people,” I cut in. “He’s been in your head this whole year. You’ve got to stop letting him use you. Concentrate. You can feel it, can’t you?”

“Shut up, Nick,” he snarled. “I’m not interested in your lies!”

Just as I thought I was making progress, Matt was a snarling, rabid mess once again. I sighed and raced off, and he inevitably followed. I led him into a nasty buzz-saw trap, and Matt shrieked in pain when one of the saws cut deep into one of his arms. I hit the switch to release the saws and tsked at him.

“So again you’ve decided to fight me rather than listen to reason or help your sister. You really are a piece of work.”

Kara’s voice was strained in my ear. “Actually, Nick, it’s possible Brad’s hold on him is too strong. He’s had an entire year to build up the bond. The only way he’s getting out of this is if Kristen does something.”

“What? Why?”

“For one, it’s his sister, and for another, they’re twins. They power share, remember? They probably have some kind of subconscious psychic connection. She can kick him free.”

I stepped back as Matt charged me again only to meet another trap. This time, he was set on fire, and he shrieked in agony. 

“Then why isn’t she down here?!” I asked.

“I will take care of it,” Aylin chirped.

I glanced over at the wall climb and saw Aylin dip from the rafters to grab Kristen and knock her off the tower. She caught her again a moment later and managed to fight off Kristen’s struggles before dropping her between Matt and me. A moment later, Andie and Kara had joined us, and we all surrounded the twins with varying levels of concern. 

The flames had gone out, and Matt was already healing again. Only this time, when he tried to charge me blindly, Kristen pulled at his arm and held him back.

“Brother, what’s your issue?” Kristen was confused. The metal surrounding her body peeled away, and she looked from her brother to us, and back to Brad. “Why the fuck are you all looking at us like that?”

“Brad’s been mindfucking Matt all year,” I explained. “You need to stop it.”

“Brad…? No, Brad’s just—”

Suddenly, Matt twisted around and slashed at his sister, drawing blood. Kristen cried out in shock and immediately backpedaled. He was a beast beyond all reason now and tried to strike her again. She swerved out of the way with fluid ease and pinned him in place with the metal she’d been using as armor. He peeled it away a moment later, using her own abilities against her.

Claws extended in Kristen’s fingers, and she slashed back at her brother with a snarl. That’s when I noticed her earlier wound had healed. She was tapping into his powers now. 

“What the fuck, Matt?” she snarled.

“It’s Brad,” I repeated. “You’ve got to get through to him!”

Brad was gone. He’d disappeared somewhere in the chaos. Next to me, Andie was glaring at Kara. They nearly struck each other before I pulled Andie’s fist back, and Aylin snatched Kara’s. 

“Stop it,” I told the two of them. “It’s a trick, remember? Focus.”

They both blinked owlishly at me, and I gestured toward Aylin with pleading eyes. “For the love of God, keep them under control! I’m going to find Brad and kill him.”

Aylin shook her head. “Knocking him unconscious will do, Starlight.”

Kristen was still fighting Matt when I left them behind with the former trying to convince the latter to stop being ridiculous. It fell on deaf ears. I raced through the course, heading towards Adelaide’s still dangling cage. She was still distracted by her phone, utterly oblivious to the drama unfolding below her. 

Brad was likely to go after the rescue with us distracted and claim victory for himself. I didn’t spot him on the climb, though. 

A punch from Jack’s solid brick fist knocked the wind out of me, and I was sent flying across the floor. I tried to stand, but Jack’s hit did a lot of damage, and it was a struggle to get back on my feet. 

“You’re dead meat!” He marched toward me with a furious furrow of his brick brows. “Imma kill you.”

I sighed as I managed to stand with a slight wobble. “Jack, I really don’t have time for this.”

“You’re dead,” he repeated. 

Big, slow, and devastating, Jack lumbered toward me with one brick fist raised in the air. He swung at me, but I dodged it easily enough before backpedaling toward the acid pit. It smelled really caustic, and while the acid would probably seriously injure Matt, if not outright kill him, Jack would probably get a nice etching at best.

“Last warning.” I waggled my finger at him. “You really should listen to me.”

“I ain’t gonna listen to some stupid Gateon!”

“Your loss.” I shrugged. When Jack charged me like the idiot he was, I sidestepped him. He tripped into the acid and shattered into a big pile of bricks again. Even in the pool, I saw them gathering as he slowly repaired himself. 

“Nice try, Brad!”

“Thanks!” Brad called out from the very top of the wall climb. 

I cursed and raced up to him as he struggled with the lock to Adelaide’s cage. I climbed the wall quickly like a spider, from one foothold to the next, skipping several in upward leaps and taking great risks at a fall. I made it up the wall in record time and found Brad’s back turned to me.

“Foiled… by a lock?” I struggled to catch my breath and set one hand on my knee. After a moment, I gestured up at him. “What’s the matter, Brad? You run out of minions to do your dirty work?”

“Seems you’ve run out of girls to do yours,” he shot back. “How’s your little fuck-party going these days? Did you bang the alien yet?” 

When I glared at him, he continued, “What’s her cunt look like? Is it purple?”

I could have killed him then and there. I could have charged him, knocked off the wall, and sent him tumbling to his death. I could have. 

But I didn’t.

“The game’s over, Brad. Too much time has passed, your score is going to be abysmal.”

He laughed at that and released the lock to look me up and down. 

“You think this is about the final? I don’t give a shit about some stupid score,” he sneered. “That’s not why I’m here.”

“Then why are you are?”

“To learn!” He spread his arms wide and gestured at the whole of Valcav. “And learn I have! You heroes, you’re a piece of fucking work. Look at you, for instance, whining and carrying on about your daddy issues all fucking year. I’ve heard it all, listening to that thing you call a brain.” He twiddled his fingers at me mockingly, and his voice went falsetto. “‘Oh no, I love my daddy, but he’s evil!’”

I ignored the obvious bait and the anger that came with it. I knew that he was trying to get me to charge at him so that I’d take the fall instead. Balling my fists, I held firm. 

“What’s your game, Brad?”

“Game?” He snorted in derision. “This isn’t a game.”

“Why twist Matt around?” I snarled. “Why manipulate the two of us into a stupid feud? Why bother attending all year just to fuck over your group in the final? What do you want?”

He laughed again, and there was an insane edge to it. I frowned, uncertain, and glanced down to Adelaide in the cage. She was looking up at Brad with a nervous expression.

“Brad—”

“I’m sorry, Nick.” Brad chuckled as he wiped the mirth from his eyes. “Is this the part where I go on a rant and tell you all about my dirty little plans? You want my motive, huh?” He thought for a moment before rambling on. “Well, you see, my mommy killed my daddy when I was three. She liked very much to beat me and shove me into closets for days at a time, so now I have a hatred for the slimy whores you call women.” 

He said this with wide, mocking eyes, and I wasn’t sure if he was serious or not. I gritted my teeth and shook my head. 

“You’re sick. You need help.”

Brad chuckled again. “I knew you’d say that.” He grinned and pointed at me. “It’s the line they always say. A real hum-dinger. ‘Brad, you need help,’” he mocked in falsetto. Then his voice took a deep, serious tone. His glare was bitter and spiteful. 

“Help is an asylum where they torture you with drugs for months and then tell you that it’s all in your head! Mommy’s dead, Brad, you killed her. Remember? But I live in everyone else’s head. I lived in your head. You miss your mommy something fierce, eh? I heard the bad guys had their way with her. Is that true?”

I wasn’t going to kill him. I wasn’t going to take the bait. It was a struggle, but I held my ground with gritted my teeth.

Brad whistled and clapped his hands. “You’re a strong one! I really admire that. It must be the Gateon blood, eh? No, I knew you’d prove to be a pain my ass, so I went for Matt instead. He was easy, all that pent up aggression and denial. Like clay in my hands! And that whore sister of his was so busy living in her own little world that it was relatively no contest. To be honest, it was Judgment who suspected something. I thought he was going to be my downfall, but then he was so busy watching you for issues that I fell through the cracks. You’re a fucking magnet for attention, Nick, but me, I’m just Brad!” He flailed his hands. “I’m just nobody!”

From the cage, Adelaide admonished, “You’re just expelled, honey.”

Brad rolled his eyes without a care and twisted to point a finger at her. Whatever he had to say, I didn’t want to hear it. I closed the distance between us with a leap and punched him hard in the temple. He spun around with a blink before pointing at me with another mad chuckle. 

“Good arm,” he said with a crazed smirk. “Not quite enough stopping power though—”

I punched him again, and he fell unconscious on the floor.

“How’s that?” I said as I stepped over his body. When he didn’t respond, I gestured to the lock on Adelaide’s cage. “Let me help you out there?”

“Nah, I’m quite comfy.” She smiled. “Besides, you’re supposed to keep me in here.”

“Oh, right.” I nodded.

I sat down in the platform and peeked over the edge to catch a glimpse of the others. Jack had reformed and was now making his way out of the acid pit. Kristen and Matt were sitting side by side near the starting line, and the girls were all huddled together speaking quietly. 

“I don’t think they care about the final anymore,” I said. “Are they going to fail?”

“I don’t know, sugar.”

A few moments later, a bell rung, calling for the end of the fight. City Master drew our attention with a wave and held a microphone to his mouth. 

“All of you, report to me! We need to discuss things.” After a thought, he pointed up to me. “And Mr. Gateon! Bring Mr. O’Connor with you.”
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Chapter 30
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Matt crossed his arms with a nervous sigh. Then he rested them at his sides. Then they wandered down into his lap. His fingers kept curling into fists which then released to pick at invisible lint on his clothes. He bit his lip, then let it go. Then he glared at me for staring, only to fall apart a second later and look down at the floor instead. 

“I’m really sorry,” he muttered for the seventh time as he glanced at his sister. “I didn’t mean it.”

“I told you, it’s fine,” she whispered. “Seriously. We’re good.”

“I’m… I’m sorry.”

“Jesus, Matt. I’m gonna kill that bastard.” Kristen wrapped a comforting arm around her brother. “Listen, it wasn’t your fault.” When Matt seemed determined to stare at the floor, Kristen drew his attention by pulling his chin to look up at her. “Hey. Focus. Are you going to be alright?”

“I… yeah, I… I, uh… I’m sorry, Kris,” he said again. He seemed to be a broken record and was unable to shake what Brad had done to him. All the time, Judgment kneeled beside him and whispered something in his ear. Matt frowned and leaned into his sister.

I turned away from them to watch as the police carted Brad away on a stretcher. He was still out cold, but they had still bound him to the stretcher with handcuffs. Triton was at my side, a calm hand on my shoulder. 

Just out of earshot of Matt and the others, I whispered, “Is he going to be alright?”

“Matthew is a strong and capable young man,” Triton whispered back. “Though the touch of madness is hard to shake, he will recover quickly enough.”

I glanced back at Matt with a frown and found him glaring at me again. I wasn’t certain if this was him anymore or Brad’s lingering influence. I looked back to the gym doors where Brad had disappeared with a sigh. 

“Have you ever dealt with this kind of thing before, sir?” I asked as I continued to stare.

Triton nodded with an unhappy twist of his lips. “Telepathy and mind control are rare gifts, but they do occur from time to time. The telepath I knew was a hero who fell. Fighting her was… very difficult. I commend you on your performance because I know it is not easy to navigate those waters.”

I blushed, not sure how to take that. I glanced back to Matt again. He was hugging Kristen, his face buried deep in her shoulder. Kristen nodded to me with troubled eyes, a silent thank you for saving her brother. 

“I did what I could,” I muttered to Triton. It didn’t feel like a win, to be honest. Brad had spent the entire year undetected, and now, he’d left a mark that wouldn’t be easy to shake. 

“You acted as a hero should, and your score will reflect this.”

I glanced back up at him with a furrowed brow. “But what about their score, sir? Will they pass?”

“They’ll be fine.” Triton smiled gently. “It’s very sweet that you’re so concerned about it, considering they are your rivals.”

“Rivals, but not enemies,” I pointed out. “Matt might be a dick, but he doesn’t deserve what happened. Neither does Jack. This was all Brad.” I scowled, angry again at the memory. “What’s going to happen to that bastard? Is he going to pay for this?”

“Mr. O’Connor, if that is indeed his true name, will be taken to an asylum for examination,” Triton explained. “This time, there will be precautions set to keep him there.”

“So you think that his ramblings were true?” I asked.

“I think the best lies are woven in truth,” Triton amended with a pointed look. “Given what Mr. O’Connor stated in his final confrontation, Efraim and I believe that he may be an escapee from the hospital. We will look into local records and investigate the matter, I assure you.”

I nodded and glanced up at the wall-climb where we’d made our last stand. 

“I nearly considered killing him,” I confessed quietly. “I wanted to. Fulgurite was one thing, but Brad, he… he felt truly evil. There was no saving him.”

“But you didn’t,” Triton pointed out. He had no doubt that I could have, even unpowered, hell, even with the school’s precautions set in place. 

“I still considered it,” I insisted.

“You know the rule by now, Mr. Gateon. ‘Heroes arrest—’”

“‘—Villains hurt,” I finished for him. “Yes, I know.”

“Brad might be beyond redemption, but he is still a young tortured mind and deserves the offer of care,” he said soothingly. “You did the right thing, and we will continue to give that offer to him until there is truly no hope left for him.”

“I… understand,” I muttered.

We were given an hour’s break to calm down. Matt slowly recovered in the company of his sister, until he seemed back to his normal, confident self. He continued to glare at me in distrust, but there wasn’t an edge of madness to it anymore. 

For once, I was relieved to see it. If Matt could go back to being the rival I sometimes wanted to strangle, then I could shake this stupid thing with Brad and move on too.

I spent most of the hour seated by the gym doors while glancing out at the course. Andie and Kara joined me at some point, both quietly leaning against me. The silence was comforting, and I took solace in it while listening to Aylin and Eric chitter back and forth.

This time, I was more thankful than ever for Eric’s presence. As always, he shook the drama off easily enough and then quickly shifted topics from Brad’s insanity to the second match to come. 

Triton and Judgment both decided that in order to keep the second match fair, Eric would be temporarily joining Matt’s crew as Brad’s replacement. He was excited to work with a ‘legendary Barbur,’ and even more excited to fight against me while I was powered. 

Aylin wasn’t so certain, but Eric couldn’t be swayed. With confident hands on his hips, he loudly proclaimed that he was going to save his biggest, best attacks for me because he knew that I could take it. 

This seemed to work well for Matt. Even though I’d more or less saved him earlier, he wasn’t even remotely close to bro territory. His glares grew more and more heated the closer we reached the final match, and he conspired with both Jack and Kristen on the various ways to deal with me. 

By the time they entered the obstacle course to set their own traps, I already knew that simply flying up and grabbing Adelaide wasn’t going to be in the cards. 

Gathering the girls, I huddled us together while we waited for Matt’s team to finish. 

“The two of us can fly, so they’re probably going to move Adelaide to stall us.” I gestured between Aylin and me. “Leaving her up on that ledge doesn’t make any sense. They’ll want us to fight on the ground.”

“They’re also going to use some pretty lethal traps,” Kara offered, “and they’re not going to hold back against you, Nick. That means I plan on keeping my distance for the most part. You, Aylin, and Andie should be able to take the heat while I figure out Adelaide’s new position.”

“I can take a beating, sure,” Andie chimed in, “but two sets of eyes are better than one. You got an extra invisibility thingie?”

“It’s called a cloaking device,” Kara chuckled, “and yeah, I do. Here.”

She passed Andie a small black box, and she immediately tested it by pressing a little switch on the side. Instantly, she vanished, and I heard a cry for joy. 

“This is awesome!”

“It also means we won’t be able to see each other,” Kara said with a shrug. “I’ll figure that out later. For now, we’ll just use the communicators to keep track of each other.”

Andie reappeared with a wide grin. “That works, sugar pop. You take the left half, I’ll take the right.”

Kara snorted at the nickname. “Sure. We should go invisible before it starts to throw them off. That means we’ll take care of Adelaide, okay, Nick? You and Aylin focus on keeping them distracted. Kristen, in particular, because she’ll wise up pretty quick after I used my cloaking device in the previous match.”

“Just be careful.” I nodded, happy with the plan. “If they have lethal traps on the field, I don’t want you getting hurt.”

“I’ll be fine, Nick.”

“Kara…” Her arm was fully healed now, but there was no way I’d get over the feeling of nearly losing her. I frowned at the memory, and she shook her head, a stubborn little light in her eyes. 

“Seriously, Nick. I can take care of myself.”

“I know that,” I said. It was true, Kara had trained very hard the last few weeks to overcome her physical weakness within the group. Her reflexes were nearly as good as mine unpowered. “It’s just—”

“I know.” She rested her hand on my shoulder and looked me deep in the eye. “But it’s time to kick ass, and you’ve got to let me do my part. Alright?”

“Yeah, we’ll kick some serious ass,” Andie chimed in. She nodded in confirmation and then hugged us both with an arm slung over either shoulder. “We’ve got this. It’s time.”

I nodded to them both and then watched as Andie released me to go invisible. Kara did the same, and seconds later, the wall fell behind us. Kristen was wrapped in metal once again, and Eric was beside her, bouncing excitedly on his heels. Matt and Jack waited at the starting line. 

I slowly walked with Aylin to the line and met Matt’s eyes dead on from the other side of it. I looked him up and down with concern. 

“You okay?” I asked.

“Like you even care,” he sneered.

“I’d tell you that I do,” I sighed, “but you’d never believe me.” 

In a way, it was sort of comforting how easily he dismissed the whole thing. 

He rolled his eyes and looked a little bit irritated. “Time’s ticking, Nick. You going to power up or what?”

It was the first time all year he’d called me by my name and not by some stupid insult meant to get a rise out of me. I lifted a brow at that, then, with a nod, power burst through me like a rushing tidal wave. I held my fists at my sides and glanced up at the wall climb. True to form, Adelaide was gone.

As if that were the cue, the fight was on.

Aylin immediately dodged to the side as Matt rushed me, teeth bared and claws out. He tried to tackle me, his claws scraping viciously against my skin. I grimaced at the sensation but freed myself easily enough and shoved him backward with a shake of my head. 

“You’re too predictable.” I sighed. “You’ve got to stop charging at me like you expect something else to happen.”

“Shut up,” he snarled. “Don’t think that because you took out Brad that we’re friends now. You’re just like him, hiding in plain sight and taking advantage of our resources while you bide your fucking time. You’re going to betray us the same way he did!”

So he really did hate me. Well, that was good. At least it was familiar. I rolled my eyes at him before disregarding him entirely in favor of Jack. As I lunged past Matt, I closed the distance between Jack and me with a flying punch, using enough strength and speed to kill an ordinary person. The big dumb brick idiot simply stared at me and watched as I connected. He flew backward, smashed against a nearby wall, and scattered into a pile of bricks. 

Matt muttered a soft curse and chased after me. 

Meanwhile, Aylin took to the skies and reported, “Adelaide isn’t in view from above.”

“Taking care of it,” Kara whispered. “Andie, stay low.”

I sped toward Kristen who held her ground and tried to thrash at me with a slice of metal that floated around her. I didn’t bother to dodge the attack and lifted a brow when it did no damage, the metal crumpling on my chest. She cursed and backpedaled. 

I followed, and we formed a peculiar train as Matt chased me and I chased Kristen as she ran for cover in the obstacle course. 

It was Eric who stopped me in my tracks. A tremendous crack of thunder shook the whole arena and the biggest bolt of lightning I’d ever seen jolted through me. Even powered up, it hurt like hell, and I groaned in pain and stumbled to my knees.

Eric was concerned for a moment that he’d gone too far, but then I chuckled and shook my head. I grinned at him and nodded in approval. He jumped in the air and cheered like a toddler in a toy store. 

“Hell yeah! You see, Nick?” he cried out. “I’ve been working on it, and I finally did it! The meditation really helps! That was awesome! Thanks, man! You’re the best!”

It was a struggle to get back on my feet for a moment, and Matt stared while I shook off the devastating blow with a bit too much ease for his liking. 

“No problem, buddy,” I huffed. He’d really knocked the wind out of me. “Good job.”

“Woohoo!”

“Eric, for the love of—Stop cheering, you’re supposed to be a villain,” Matt grumbled. “He’s our enemy. Remember?”

“Oh yeah,” Eric chuckled and grinned at me again. When he realized he was doing it, he faltered into a fake scowl that crumbled immediately. “Uh… I mean, grr.” He pumped his fist weakly in front of him. “Go, team,” he said, utterly deadpan. “There’s more where that came from, you stupid hero.”

“Better not be,” I chuckled, “that really fucking hurt.”

“Did it?” He lit up again, his entire body sparkling with little bolts of energy. “Awesome!”

Matt and I rolled our eyes at the same time, though Matt’s ended in another scowl. In my ear, I heard Andie’s voice say, “Think I’ve found her. She’s underground.”

Then came Kara’s response. “Oh my God, Nick, look out!”

I had just enough time to grab Matt and pull us both out of the way when the wall behind us caved in with a loud boom, sending debris flying everywhere. A tremendous bipedal robot stomped through it as the dust cleared. With its sleek black metal design and the crimson fire logo of my father painted on its chest, it didn’t take a genius to know where this was going. I cursed softly as the robot’s eyes beamed forth a holographic transmission, and my father’s giant head grinned down at me. 

“Hiya, Junior!” From what I could tell, he was wearing a bathrobe of all things. It was white and fluffy, and his hair was slick from having just come out of the shower.

I couldn’t believe the day I was having. “Dad, what the—”

“So I heard you had a bully problem,” he interrupted, “and I thought I’d help out.” He jerked a thumb behind him, indicating the robot transmitting his message. “Petey here is the latest model, he can take care of it.”

“I don’t want a Petey! Dad, just… just stop!”

“Now, now, that’s no way to talk to your father.”

Matt grumbled insults to my left, and that was absolutely not helping matters. Pale and a little bit terrified, I shook my head up at the image and flew closer to face my father directly. 

“Look, I know you’re trying to help, but I can take care of myself,” I explained. “You don’t need to—”

“Nonsense.” My father chuckled. Somewhere in that insane mind of his, he still thought of me as a seven-year-old boy. He clicked his tongue like I’d been caught with my hand in the proverbial hero jar. “You know I’ll always be there for you, kiddo.”

“Dad, please don’t sic the killer robot on the Barbur twins,” I pleaded. “It’s fine. Seriously. Just… just go home.”

There was a moment when our eyes met through the transmission that I thought he was going to crumble… but Barbur was a nasty word for him. It was a name that spoke of betrayal and old wounds. It was a reminder of mistakes better off left unmentioned. My father’s dark brown eyes narrowed, and he looked beyond me down to Matt and Kristen. There was unrepentant hate in that gaze. He knew full well whose children they were, and that made all the difference as far as he was concerned.

“Dad, let it go,” I said, steel in my voice as I tried to break through. “Please. Just this once.”

“Petey?” my father said, ignoring me as he looked down at something off-screen. “Please ship their bodies to the Arctic when you’re done here.”

“Stop it!”

My pleas fell on deaf ears because the transmission cut off a moment later. Suddenly, the robot was encased by four metal walls, and down below, Judgment called the match over.

“Everyone out now,” he roared. “Get to safety! Go!!” 

I did no such thing. 

“Starlight, we should—” Aylin began to say, her hand on my arm.

“My father hit the powers lottery way back when,” I explained as I shook my head. “Aside from the power to light cities on fire, he’s also a tech genius. If this bot was designed to kill the twins, it’s going to succeed unless I do something. I’m not going anywhere!”

“Shit,” Kara swore in my ear. “It’s too dangerous!”

“Not to me, it isn’t.”

City Master had his hands raised up, and his gaze was focused on the walls. The robot, ‘Petey,’ pummeled through them with incredible strength, but City Master drew up yet more walls to keep it contained. Their struggle rocked the entire gym.

“Got Adelaide,” Andie piped up in my ear. “Let’s go.”

I spotted Andie and Kara popping back into view with Adelaide in tow. They ran out of the course and escorted her toward the doors, where Adelaide left with Triton to call for backup. Judgment joined them after a last glance at City Master, who insisted with a glare that he could take care of it.

He couldn’t.

The second Judgment vanished out the door, Petey burst through the wall again, and City Master stumbled back in exhaustion. He tried slamming another wall into Petey to stall his progress, but the bot had proven too strong. He burst through one after another, searching relentlessly for his targets.

Matt was trying to escort Kristen out of the course when he stumbled over a broken trap. Petey spotted them both, and his twin red eyes glared downward. I could feel the heat even from a safe distance off, and I cursed. 

With extended hands and a desperate focus, I managed to focus my power into a flickering white force field over Matt and Kristen just in time. They looked up in astonishment as Petey’s wrath turned into a concentrated stream of laser light, and I struggled to maintain the field under the intense blast. Petey couldn’t seem to understand what was happening as the Barburs remained un-incinerated and repeatedly fired at the twins, his frustration mounting when they continued to survive. 

The energy it took to maintain the field was tremendous, and I wavered dangerously in the air. Finally, after a solid minute of artillery fire, the bot relented.

I kept the bubble where it was. “I’m running out of time,” I warned the girls through our communicator. “We need to take care of this quickly.”

“I’m trying to hack its systems,” Kara muttered. When I glanced back down, I couldn’t see her. She must have cloaked again for protection. “Just keep it busy a little while longer.”

“I will help, Starlight,” Aylin chimed in bravely.

“And me too,” Andie joined in.

Before any of us could do something, another tremendous lightning bolt slammed through the gym. This time, it came down from the skies, shattering a window as it connected to the robot. The bright white light caused me to jerk backward in the air, as I shielded my eyes from the blast. Petey shrieked a metallic whine, and sparks flew everywhere. It jerked and convulsed, then tumbled to the gym floor with a crash. 

“Take that, you stupid robot! Nobody threatens my friends!” Eric had his communicator back on our team’s channel. He cheered loudly, though I could hear the exhaustion in his voice this time. He wasn’t doing that again any time soon.

Kara cursed. “Systems are resetting, guys. It’s stunned, but not for long. Take advantage while you can!”

I didn’t need to be told twice. I soared up high in the air, then flew at Petey with supersonic speed and as much strength as I could muster, fist extended. I slammed into the robot, and metal whined underneath my fist as systems ripped and tore from the mighty impact. I nearly managed to rip the thing’s head clean off with that one blow, but then cables reconnected underneath the split as the worst of the damage started to mend as easily as I’d inflicted it.

“Nanite repair systems are back online. Your dad is really good at this.” Kara’s tone was vaguely impressed. “He built this guy to last.”

“Stop fangirling,” I groaned as I punched Petey repeatedly in its face. “It’s a death bot.”

“It’s an Inferno death bot,” Eric clarified. I could practically hear the bouncing of his heels in excitement. “They saved the world once. I read about it in—”

I sighed. Amused, yes, but now wasn’t the time. “Kill it first, then we can discuss how awesome it is, okay?”

“You got it, buddy.”

Another lightning bolt came down and seared the robot’s systems again. This one was much weaker than the former, and I frowned, realizing that I wasn’t the only one running out of time.

“Systems are still rebooting,” Kara confirmed. “Eric, your bolt didn’t fry it this time, I think it’s created some kind of failsafe.”

Aylin joined in with my efforts, throwing energy beams into the robot’s exposed wires. Andie twisted herself into its innards through the cracks Aylin and I had split in Petey’s shell and began ripping cables at random. Despite all five of us attacking the machine with everything we had, the bot still managed to recover. It stood, shook off Andie with a metallic groan, and swatted Aylin out of the sky. As they both slammed hard into the gym floor, I hissed with worry.

“You two okay?” I called as I punched the thing in the face so hard it dented the ground beneath the robot.

“Fine,” Andie groaned. 

Aylin struggled back to her feet. “I am well, Starlight.”

“Kara, please have some good news!” I called out, relieved that the girls were okay.

“These systems are freaking insane,” she came back, a mixture of frustration and admiration in her tone. “I’m doing what I can, but it keeps figuring out ways to lock me out! It’s almost like it’s an actual fucking AI. Is that possible?”

“I don’t know, I—”

“That was a rhetorical question, Nick! Keep it busy!”

It occurred to me that I didn’t actually have to if I could get rid of it then and there. I swooped in and kicked it back out the giant hole that it had crashed in from. It stumbled into the Valcav parking lot, arms windmilling to correct itself. Innocent bystanders shrieked and fled at the sight. I could hear sirens in the distance. The police were on their way.

The robot didn’t seem to know what to do with me because it extended a glowing palm only to set it back down in apparent confusion. I was the thing that it had been sent to protect, and here I was, trying to destroy it. I decided that it could figure out those questions in space. I took a deep breath, grabbed hold of the bot, and flung it as hard as I could into the skies. I’d never sent something into space before, but I’d never found a limit to my strength, either. 

At first, Petey flew up into the atmosphere until he was just a tiny dot in the heavens. I thought I’d succeeded and took a moment to gain my breath. I started to walk back inside to check on the others, but then Kara called out in my ear, “He’s coming back down!”

I heard the roar of jet engines, and a moment later, the parking lot shook with the crash of the robot landing behind me. Slowly, I turned to glare at it.

“So it’s going to be like that, then?” I sighed.

With a passive aggressive glare of his burning red eyes, the robot marched over me and ducked back through the hole into the gym. I followed behind and then kicked it so that it was sprawled on the floor again. 

I concentrated energy into my palms, creating a small bomb as I had in practice, and then fed it energy while glaring at Petey. With a growl, I launched myself at him and fed the bomb into a visible tear in its chest. It exploded with a sharp burst of light, the entire robot shuddering from the shock of the explosion, and I expected the bot to at least struggle with the loss of yet more innards. 

Still, the inside of the bot seemed structurally sound regardless as he struggled to rise. 

I wasn’t sure how that was even possible and demanded, “The hell is this thing made out of?!” 

“I don’t know,” Kara muttered back. “This is… nuts. It’s like it’s off-world tech. Does he have access to that?”

“My dad’s taken over half the world,” I pointed out. “We’re not the only ones with a spaceship.”

Regardless of how tough Petey was or his origins, he needed to go. The bot was going to destroy the entire academy if I left him here, and there were more than just powered students in the facility. There were plenty of children and unpowered civilians too. Obviously, my father wasn’t one to target kids, but they were known to suffer in the crossfire of any battle. I wasn’t in the mood to take risks.

I finally released the white field protecting Matt and Kristen and then swooped down to snatch Matt by the collar. 

He wasn’t happy. “The hell? Where are you taking me?!”

“Andie, give Kristen your cloaking device,” I muttered, ignoring him. “Keep her shielded.”

I literally dangled Matt in front of Petey, and the robot swerved to attention. Slow, lumbering, and stupid, it crawled to its feet and stumbled after me. I held Matt more securely as I took off toward the woods beyond Valcav. It crashed into the trees while it tried to follow.

“Look,” I sighed, quietly speaking to Matt as I flew, “I know you hate me, but you dying to Brad or some stupid robot just isn’t in the cards today. Can you possibly, just for ten minutes, be grateful that I’m saving your life?”

“I… actually, I, uh…” Matt cursed softly and glared down at the bot. He avoided my gaze with an awkward grimace. 

“Actually, I…” he tried again after he cleared his throat. “I, uh… maybe I should have… fuck. I’m sorry about what I said. About your mother, I mean. Earlier in the year.”

That caused me to freeze in the air. The bot glared up at us, uncertain if it wanted to fire at Matt while I still held him. Clearly, it was under orders not to harm me.

I didn’t care about any of that. I lifted a brow at Matt, who avoided my gaze with a burning flush of his cheeks. 

“Jesus, was that an apology?”

“Don’t you fucking start, Nick.”

“Oh my gosh.” I grinned. “Kara, did you get that?”

“I did indeed,” she chirped.

Matt’s snarl was a classic, but it only made me smile. He wasn’t happy with the expression.

“Nick, if you don’t drop it, I’m gonna—”

“Hurt me while I’ve got you dangling over a thirty-foot drop, where a death bot wants to smash you to pieces? Yeah, okay, go ahead.” I craned my neck to give him a good view. “Get a good hold, I’ll wait.”

“Fucking kill me,” Matt muttered.

“I don’t think I can, to be honest. You’re too durable.”

And with that, I felt my powers start to leave me. I cursed and immediately descended into the trees. Matt panicked with a wide-eyed glance and shook his head. 

“Oh no, why are we going downward? Do not go down. The robot is down there!”

“Don’t have a choice,” I grimaced. “You better be ready to fight it, because I’m about to have some big problems.”

“Nick—!”

I landed us both into the undergrowth, narrowly missing a few trees. My powers left me fully with an exhausting drag of energy, and I stumbled to my knees, struggling to stay conscious. 

“Ugh. Matt, just… just stay near me,” I muttered. “Okay? So it won’t attack. We need to keep it distracted a little while longer, so Kara can shut it down.”

It was bad this time. I’d used too much energy keeping up the field earlier, and I felt the world spin all around me. Nauseous, I stumbled and tried to find my footing again. Matt grunted as he caught me right before I planted face first into the dirt.

Something must have gone wrong in the robot’s programming because the bot had finally decided that protecting me wasn’t its first priority anymore. I heard the whir of energy and gears and glanced up just in time to see angry red eyes glaring down at both us. 

I used the last of my strength to shove Matt behind me in a desperate bid to protect him, but then the robot snatched me up into the air and propelled us both into the sky with a roar of its jet engines. I heard Matt scream from down below. Dizzy, I tried to fight off the bot’s grip with my failing strength. I couldn’t budge it.

From deep within me, I could feel the unending well of power demanding entrance back into my body, desperate to save me, but I was too exhausted to take it. With a hiss, I tried to let some of it back in any way, and briefly, I felt the wind suck back into my lungs. I managed to pry apart the bot’s fingers, just enough to let me hover away with a dangerous waver in the air while the bot glared at me. 

“Nick, you’ve got to get the hell out of there,” Kara pleaded in my ear. “It’s reprogramming itself too fast to counter.”

My reserves were dangerously low, and the world was spinning around me while I desperately tried to stay in the air. I blinked at the bot with a confused daze and slowly shook my head even though I knew she couldn’t see it. 

“S’not… an option,” I slurred.

The bot twisted to glare down at Matt instead, no longer perceiving me as a threat. Twin red beams of laser fire burned in those eyes, and instinct propelled me to act. 

I didn’t fly. I fell. I fell in front of Matt and took the blast at full strength with little to no reserves left to tank it. It burned right through me, and agony seared up and down my spine. I screamed, and then Matt screamed in response. His eyes were wide, terrified that I’d just died in front of him… and maybe, for a few seconds, I did. 

It felt like I did, anyway. I blinked slowly, trying to see the world beyond his terror and the pain thrumming all around me. There was nothing else. 

Still, I smiled at him reassuringly.

“You’re… gonna be… alright,” I whispered.

That was important. At that moment, it was the most important thing in the world. Being what Matt was and all that he’d done didn’t mean that he deserved death and torment. It was no different from my father, really. He needed to know that. They both did. 

I just wanted them to stop for two minutes and be okay.

I stumbled backward, struggling to keep standing. The world was a haze all around me, and I was nauseous from the pain. Matt caught me before I fell, and I repeated, “You’re… you’re gonna be—”

The bot fired at me again before either of us could retaliate. Once again, I felt power surge within me to compensate, desperate to protect me from death. One moment, I was dying, and the next, a shimmering white energy field erupted from within me to protect us. Everything became a bright, hot light. The robot fired again and again and again into the field, and I tanked every single blow. My whole body twisted in pain, but I kept right on feeding the field, desperate to protect Matt. 

I don’t know who said it, but someone begged me to stop. I didn’t. I maintained the field until I couldn’t see straight until there was one terrifying moment when I’m pretty sure my heart gave out. Pain in my chest, pain in every pore of my body. I embraced it and kept the field going. Someone screamed, and I couldn’t tell if it was me or him or her. 

After what felt like years, no… decades of endurance, the robot seemed to run out of energy finally. It stumbled to the ground and fell on one knee, glaring at me in defeat. I didn’t glare back. At some point, I’d fallen too. 

I felt someone pawing at my body, demanding that I breathe. After a moment of confusion, I did so. The air pulled back into my lungs with a gasp of relief, and then I coughed hard enough that blood dotted my lips. 

Matt had fully transformed, and it took me a moment to realize that I was looking at an actual werewolf. Teeth, fur, glowing golden eyes, and claws that could slice clean through steel. He was three times his normal size, and his clothes were tatters where they’d ripped at the seams. 

He nudged me with his muzzle until I was resting against a nearby tree. The whole world was curled in black, and I wanted to sink into it. I fought the urge to slip unconscious, blinking wide at Matt, then up at the bot.

It tried to fire again, but Matt darted away before it could.

Aylin, Andie, Eric, and Kara were all screaming in my ear. “M’ok,” I slurred to them. I didn’t feel okay. My hand was slippery, and when I looked down at it, it was very, very red. “Oh. Uh… ouch.”

I don’t know what happened after that. I heard an explosion, and then Matt screaming with absolute fury. He and the robot knocked a few more trees over in some kind of struggle that I could barely keep track of. Time seemed to slur, and then suddenly, I was looking up at glowing white eyes and pretty violet skin. I reached up and traced to trace a bloody finger along the patterns on Aylin’s cheek. 

“Starlight is hurt,” she frowned. 

“Am not.” I giggled. “M’fine.”

“Sounds like shock,” Kara muttered. “Shit. Okay, I contacted another ambulance. Keep him still.”

Aylin’s hands settled on my shoulders, and a worried little line settled between her brows. 

“M’fine,” I repeated. “Really. Jus’ a little scratch.”

Aylin bent down to inspect my abdomen, and the noise she made was an unhappy disagreement. With a wobbly, bloody hand, I patted her on the shoulder. 

“S’ok,” I said. “Love you.”

Aylin lifted a brow at that. Before she could say anything in response, Kara cheered in my ear. 

“Aha! Finally!! Tell Matt that he can stop throwing a tantrum, I shut the bot down.”

True to form, the bot stopped moving seconds later, but Matt didn’t seem to care. He ripped and tore at the metal like a savage beast, and I watched him go at it with an impressed whistle. 

“I wanna be a wolf,” I said, utterly delirious. “They’re cooler than vamps. Look at ‘im go. Grrr.”

“So that’s the reason you keep telling me Judgment isn’t a vampire,” Eric cut in through the comms.

I tried to tell him that vampires didn’t exist, but all that came out was gibberish. Time wobbled a bit in and out of focus, and then suddenly, I wasn’t in the woods but on a stretcher in the Valcav parking lot. The girls were all looking down at me, and I could hear Eric nearby reciting the entire event to some other students with bombastic noises and gestures. 

I blinked in confusion, then tried to jerk up off the stretcher. Andie’s hand pressed against my chest to shove me back down again. 

“Leslie’s here,” Kara gestured somewhere off behind her. “She worked you over, but you’re still pretty weak. Don’t move. You’re headed to the hospital soon.”

I rattled off questions, confused as hell. “The bot?”

“Taken care of,” she smiled.

“Brad?”

“He’s been in custody for hours now.”

“What about our final?”

That made Kara roll her eyes. “That’s hardly a concern right now, but yes, we passed, Nick.”

“An’… An’ Matt?”

I didn’t realize that Matt was actually half hidden behind Aylin until he shoved passed her to glare down at me. 

“What do you want, fuckface?” he growled.

“Hi,” I said, blinking up at him. 

“You’re not gonna die,” he muttered, looking irritated at the very notion. “You fucking idiot. What were you thinking?”

I tried to jolt back up at that, but again, Andie’s hand came down to stop me. “Wait, I’m the idiot? You’re the one who…” I couldn’t believe his gall. 

Matt rolled his eyes and crossed his arms with an arrogant huff. “Yeah, thanks for saving my life, dumbass.”

“Maybe next time I’ll let you take a beating first,” I shot back. “Might knock some manners into your big stupid face.”

Matt glanced off behind him, and his lips quirked into a slight smile. “Later, loser.”

“Bye, asshole.”

He flipped me off as he no doubt headed to reunite with Kristen. I flicked my gaze up at the girls, my girls, and let my head fall back on the stretcher with a sigh. They all looked down at me with mixtures of amusement and irritation. Kara’s sigh was incredulous when her fingers combed through my hair.

“I love you,” she muttered. Her tone was almost grudging. “Matt’s right about you being an idiot, but I still love you.”

“Same,” Andie nodded.

Aylin confirmed with a quiet little smile.

“Not an idiot,” I pouted. I was still a bit delirious.

“We’ve all discussed things,” Andie continued, ignoring me. “The three of us have decided that you’re going to bunk with us for the time being. Until you’re healed, of course. You’ve got to recover, right?”

My eyes slipped closed at the soothing sensation of Kara’s fingers massaging patterns along my scalp. I blinked them open again at the question, then had to rewind my brain to catch up with its context. When I realized what she’d said, I tried to sit up again, my brows climbing up into my hairline. 

She stopped me with a sigh. “Stop trying to get up, Nick.”

“I feel fine,” I said. “This is silly.”

“We can’t leave you alone to your own devices,” Kara cut in, shaking her head. “Look at you. You can’t even sit still for two minutes. You’ll probably try to do push-ups or something.”

“Will not,” I argued.

“Will too,” Kara shot back.

“I am greatly looking forward to more time with my Starlight.” Aylin nodded. “This will be fun indeed.”

“Your Starlight, huh?” Kara asked with a quirked eyebrow.

“Eh, we take turns.” Andie shrugged, grinning down at me. “I figure she deserves a shot, though. Right, Aylin?”

“Correct.” The violet girl nodded again. She was so utterly confident about this that it was almost comical. 

I rolled my eyes and then shut them with a sigh. To be honest, it was good to be taken care of for once. I suppose there were much worse fates.

“My girls,” I muttered sleepily. “I love my girls. Mine. Mine, mine, mine…”

Two of them snorted above me, but the purple one giggled in amusement. I felt the stretcher move as I was carted off toward the ambulance.

“We love you too, Nick.”
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Chapter 31

[image: image]


A few days after the attack, we traveled through the town square towards the community center at the heart of Alexandria. Kara and Andie hugged close to me from either side, hovering like two mother hens who were mutually worried I’d stumble over some invisible crack and die. Eric, who kept darting worried glances of his own, was busy explaining every last little detail of the square to Aylin. She was flanked by Matt and Kristen, who hadn’t said a word since leaving Valcav. Whatever beef Matt had with me vanished with the robot’s demise, and he’d become as quiet as his sister. 

It was a little unnerving, to be honest. 

The square before the center was finely tiled with complex patterns that swirled around a series of statues. There was five total, though the extra one was an empty pedestal where my father’s statue used to rest. His presence and name were long removed, but his pedestal was still marked by angry graffiti. Across the blank stone, someone had scrawled ‘murderer.’ 

Matt stared at it with a frown, then studied the one to its right. It was a huge statue honoring Ice Bringer, who was posed with a raised hand, his face hidden by a helmet. Sharp spikes of ice rose around him, bending to the will of his extended palm. Eric pointed at it excitedly. 

“This one was made after the Battle of the Bay a while back,” he explained to Aylin. “The first time Inferno sent forces to take the city, Ice Bringer fought him over the course of several weeks. Mindbender later won us the victory, but it was Ice Bringer’s persistence that helped us survive in the first place.”

“‘The winter frost endures,’” Aylin read. “‘Our hearts will remember your sacrifice.’” She glanced at Matt and Kristen, who both looked uncomfortable under the weighty gaze of their father’s statue. To Eric, she asked, “What does it mean? What sacrifice?”

“His wife.” Eric hesitated, glancing to Matt and Kristen as well. “Even after her death, he fought bravely for a long time, but after Otevale, he—”

“He made sure that we were taken care of,” Matt cut in. Though his tone was slightly annoyed, his eyes avoided his father with no small amount of shame. “He didn’t just abandon us. It was complicated.”

Kristen said nothing in response to that, though her arm curled around Matt’s shoulders in a silent display of comfort. 

“Of course.” Eric nodded back, looking uncomfortable. “Anyway, he went to the Arctic. No one’s seen him for years now.”

“And the others?”

Eric gestured each and turn, naming them. “Mindbender, Triton, Amazoness, and Doctor Delacruz.”

“Delacruz?” Aylin perked up at the name, smiling a little. “I know that name! We have a statue for her at home. She was the first human to greet our people.”

“She invented space travel, helped with world hunger, fought some of the worst diseases to plague humanity, and invented several clean energy alternatives.” Eric beamed. “She’s pretty freaking awesome. Definitely my favorite hero.”

I didn’t tell him that he’d once explained that Inferno was his favorite hero because I suspected Eric had a lot of favorites. While they continued to chatter back and forth about the city’s history, I joined Matt and Kristen who lingered by my father’s blank pedestal. They were looking at the graffiti with a frown. Matt had been civil ever since I’d saved his life, even visiting me in the hospital once for an awkward five seconds. He glanced at me when I approached but didn’t tell me to shove off like I was expecting.

After some hesitation, I gestured up at Ice Bringer’s statue. “Wherever he is, he’s probably proud of you.”

Matt snorted, eyes fixed to the ground. “Doubt it.” 

“Why do you say that?”

“Can’t blame Brad for everything, can I?” When he looked back up at me, there was shame in his eyes again. “Besides, you were the one to save the city, not me. All I did was get in the way.”

“You helped,” I insisted, glancing to Kristen as well. “You both did. That matters.”

“Sure.” Matt shrugged. With the way he glanced back down at the ground, he clearly wasn’t convinced. “If you say so.”

“I do.”

I walked with Kara and Andie towards to the community center, and the twins followed quietly behind us like ghosts. Eric continued to explain the statues and why each of them was there. 

“Mindbender’s a bit underrated, but his illusions are legendary. It’s pretty powerful, to be honest. He can affect the minds of others to convince them of nearly anything, even something completely ridiculous.”

Andie nodded, gesturing vaguely with her hand. “He’s the counselor, right? At Valcav?”

“Hiro, yeah. I have regular appointments.” Eric nodded furiously. I’d never asked him what those appointments were for, but he attended them every week like clockwork. “He’s super nice.”

“He’s worked closely with me in the past,” Kara added. “Triton’s my official mentor now, but Hiro’s mentioned several times that he wants to keep in contact. I think he really likes my inventions.”

“Who wouldn’t?” I pulled her closer with a careful hug and then kissed her on the temple. I didn’t want to jostle my injuries too much. My chest still hurt like hell, to be honest. 

Kara blushed in response, but then kissed me back with a secret little smile.

With its intimidating stone columns lining the front entrance, the community center was a large dome building that mimicked Roman architecture. The stonework along the columns was very intricate, with carved vines crawling around each one. Aylin admired them with wide eyes as we climbed the steps into the main hall.

Gemma was there to greet us. She was dressed in a pretty blue gown and wore diamond earrings. She smiled at our arrival and bowed slightly. 

We’d all brought our best outfits. Eric, Matt and I all wore suits, and the girls wore different dresses for the occasion. Andie’s was a bright rainbow splash that spilled along her body in wonderful patterns. Kristen and Kara both wore black, the latter with ruby jewelry to bring out her hair. Aylin had gone for a pretty violet gown that flowed around her like water. It was dark and matched the general tone of her skin.

I bowed back to Gemma and then gently took her hand in mine. I kissed it with a grin. 

“You look beautiful,” I said.

“Thank you, Nick.” She smiled at me. “It’s been a crazy year, but I’m proud of you.”

That made me blush a little. I shrugged in modesty, but it pulled at my wounds in a reminder of what had occurred just a few days ago.

“Now is not the time for modesty, young man,” she admonished playfully. “You’re a hero today.”

“Being a hero hurts,” I said with a chuckle, and it was true. Despite the pain meds and Leslie’s work at the hospital, I still had a lot of recovering to do. Even the short walk from the car to the center had me tired.

Gemma gave me another lingering glance before leading us toward the auditorium. We were fashionably late, and the halls were empty as we skipped the main entrance and took a side door into the backstage. Triton’s muffled voice was audible beyond a heavy curtain, regaling the audience with the tale of our feats from yesterday, as well as for most of the year.

I was nervous, to say the least. I’d spent a good portion of my life being ashamed of my own name, and here I was, getting a medal with it inscribed for all to see. Not that I was ashamed anymore. I hadn’t been for a long time, in fact. That was strange, too, but I knew exactly who to blame for the strange confidence now beaming within me. 

I met Andie’s eyes and pulled her aside with a smile. Ducking my head a little, I started, “If I hadn’t impressed you back in the trials…”

“You would have done just fine without me, Nick,” she countered as if she had read my mind.

I shook my head. “I’m not so sure. I was a kind of a mess back there.”

“Yeah, you were.” Andie chuckled. She gently fisted my shoulder. “Don’t you dare thank me, though. You helped me too.”

I shook my head, uncertain. I believed her, but she’d done so much for me and loved so easily despite everything. I learned a lot from her company.

“You’re so special,” I told her with utter conviction. “You’ve been solid support for me and the others this whole year, and if it were up to me, I’d be giving you the grand prize. I… I wouldn’t have made it this far if you hadn’t believed in me, Andie. I just want you to know that. Okay?”

Andie’s eyes glistened with emotion, and she shook her head at me. “It’s nothing, Nick—”

“It’s not nothing,” I interrupted. I took her hands in mine and held them for a moment. There were too many things to say and all the time in the world to say them. Some, I’d said already. Instead of continuing, I gave in to temptation and kissed her gently. She kissed back just as sweet and then wiped the emotion from her eyes with careful fingers.

“I swear to God if you ruined my makeup…”

I laughed. “You’re beautiful.”

“Hey, I know you’re having a moment, Nick, but we’ve got a medal to get.” Eric slid in and carefully dragged me away from Andie. He looped an arm around my shoulder and led me toward the curtains. “You ready for this?”

There was some small part of me that wanted to protest, to run away and avoid the spotlight as I’d always done. There was a much greater part of me, largely built by Andie and Eric’s support, that knew better.

Nodding slowly, I confessed, “Yeah. Yeah, I think so.”

“Good. Because if you said no, I didn’t have a backup plan.”

I chuckled at that. “You’re a doofus, Eric.”

“I know.” He laughed.

Without giving me much choice, he led me around the curtain and out into the main stage. The bright lights overhead caused me to squint, but then there was a roar of applause that rocked the whole auditorium. A city’s worth of approving smiles cheered for us. For me. I faltered, unprepared for that.

Behind me, Aylin, Andie, Kara, Kristen, and Matt were each greeted with cheers of their own. Eric held on to me until we met Triton, and then he slid away to take his place by the twins. I bowed slightly to Triton, who nodded back with a proud smile of his own. 

“You did well, son,” he said quietly, then he turned to address the crowd. “For astounding acts of heroism in defense of the city of Alexandria, I am proud to bestow these medals of recognition to the seven students you see before you.”

Triton gestured for each to come in turn and listed their names to the crowd before handing them their medals. Aylin was the second to last, who took the medal with wide eyes and an uncertain expression. She was overwhelmed by the honor, and I wondered what sort of honors were bestowed on her homeworld.

Instead of listing my name, Triton addressed the crowd again, holding up a different medal. The others had been silver, but this one was a proud, shining gold. 

“I hold in my hands a medal that represents our greatest respect: the Delacruz Medal of Heroism. There are only six people in the entire world who have received this medal. I was one of them seven years ago, and today, our youngest member joins this esteemed rank. His name is Nicholas Gateon.” 

A murmur fell over the crowd at the name, but Triton continued, ignoring it. “He is the son of one of the greatest heroes this world has ever seen… and also one of the most terrifying tyrants to rule it. Before today, the name Nicholas Gateon represented fear and torment. It represented betrayal.” He paused for a moment, and the words seemed to resonate in the air before he continued.

“Today, that changes. Today, you will see it for the young man who has fought this reputation and dedicated his entire life to healing that wound. He has saved this city three times in the span of a year, and he has done so without asking for a reward or for recognition. Today, you will honor him as a hero.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, and I fought back the emotions it brought in me. I thought I was getting a standard medal of recognition which was already more than I’d planned. Earning the Delacruz was a lifetime achievement that most could only dream of, and many who received it only did so late in their lives. I was too young. I hadn’t done that much, had I?

Triton raised his palm in the air. “As is custom, I will allow the audience to protest this decision. If you do not feel he has earned the right, speak now.”

I expected an uproar. I told myself that I was too young, and I didn’t deserve it. I hadn’t done enough, had I? But the room was… oddly silent. They each studied me carefully and found no flaw to protest. I shrank under their gazes, uncomfortable, but they did not speak. 

I was… incredibly humbled. 

“Then let it be,” the world’s greatest hero declared. “On behalf of this great city, I hereby bestow the Delacruz Medal of Heroism to Nicholas Gateon Junior.”

Triton turned to address me, and I could only stare with emotions swirling in my head as he rested the shining golden medal around my neck. My vision swam when he took my hand in his and addressed the crowd. They roared with approval, and Triton cheered among them as he pumped a fist into the air.

An hour later, I was sitting on a park bench before the statues. I still wore the medal, and it felt surreal around my neck. Every now and then I would touch it, gently rubbing a finger along the engravings.

Delacruz was a short, stocky woman, and her forever-young statue reflected it. She looked out towards the community center with a hand shielding her eyes. Book in one arm and a telescope in the other, she wore an excited grin, ever eager to see new sights and explore new boundaries.

I heard Triton approach behind me. I knew it was him because of his slower, familiar gait. 

“‘I fight three dozen villains before breakfast,’” he quoted, and then sat down beside me with a creak of his bones. He gestured at the Delacruz statue. “Her words. Did you know that she suffered chronic pain and depression her entire life? An amazing woman.”

I nodded and glanced upward at Triton’s own statue. His was a tall one, aged like he was now. Water swirled around him, but his arms were crossed, and he looked determined to fight off scores of enemies if he had to.

The plaque below his name read, “‘Heroes arrest. Villains hurt.’” I lifted a brow and turned to him. 

“I thought you said Gemma started that one.”

He chuckled mysteriously, but instead of admitting to the truth, he sighed and gestured up at his statue as if it disappointed him. “I told them I wanted to be laughing, surrounded by a lot of cats. This is much too serious.”

“You’re a serious man,” I pointed out.

“That’s because you’re my student.” He shrugged. “Except for today. Today, you’re my equal.”

I ducked my head at that and glanced over the empty pedestal where my father’s statue used to be. Absently, I rubbed a finger along the shiny golden medal again. 

“I’m honored,” I whispered. “Really, I am. I just don’t know how to process this yet.”

“You’ve earned it,” Triton said confidently. “No doubt you’ll hear from your father soon, who will also be quite proud of you.”

I wasn’t sure how to process that, either. 

“Yeah, honors that I earned fighting his forces,” I pointed out. “I’m not even sure how he justifies it.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Triton shrugged back. “A father’s pride is still something worth admiring. The fact that he cares reminds me that there is hope. You will save him someday, I assure you.”

“I don’t know,” I muttered. I pointed at the graffiti, marking ‘murderer.’ “I saw Otevale. It’s hard to forget something like that.”

“And yet the name Nicholas Gateon was cheered today. There is hope, son. You just need to have patience.”

I settled back on the bench and glanced toward Delacruz again. Her smile was eager for the future, and it reminded me of Eric. He’d been so excited just to have the experience of being my friend, and he rarely questioned life, preferring to roll with the punches. There was a lot to be said about that attitude. 

“I don’t know about my dad, but… I’m glad you took me in,” I said, glancing at Triton. “I came to the academy wanting to be a hero better than my father, but now, I just… I just want to be the best that I can be. You know? I don’t need to live under the shadow of someone else, anymore. I have my own shadow now.”

Triton’s smile was as proud as it was patient. “You’ll make a great hero someday, Mr. Gateon.”

“I already am a hero,” I pointed out with a grin. “This medal says so.”

“That it does,” Triton said as he smiled at me in a way that made me think he’d been waiting a long time for this moment. “That it does.”
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Chapter 32 - Lord Inferno
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A pathetic little squeak came from somewhere to my right. “What are you going to do, my lord?” 

He was a brave one. While I’d never killed one of my men for making a bad decision or speaking out of turn, many of my minions had come from masters who had done as much… or worse. 

“What do you mean, um…?” I struggled to remember his name but didn’t bother looking at him. “Is it Peter? It should be Peter. Peter is a fine name.” 

I had so many of these random, faceless sycophants, and sometimes it was hard to keep track. I didn’t take my eyes away from the large screen overhead, where my son was being honored by the city of Alexandria for achievements that took others an entire lifetime to acquire. 

He had defeated one of my best robots, and I was oddly proud of that. I intended to kill Jasper’s son, the young Matthew Barbur who had been harassing Junior all year long, and yet it was Junior who nearly killed himself trying to save the lives of his lessers. It was an honor well deserved, of course, and a truly heroic act.

“I just mean that your plan… um… with the robot…” 

I glanced over my shoulder, and the man visibly paled which was quite interesting because his skin was the color of dark coffee. 

“Failed?” I arched a brow at him. “Is that what you are trying to say?” I turned and faced him fully. “Go ahead, be honest.”

“It-It’s…” He stuttered, stopped, and started again, “It’s just that… um… well, you see—”

“Peter.” I sighed and held out my hand towards him. I summoned blue flames in my palm, and the heat warmed Peter’s panicked little face. I frowned at him in disappointment. “I believe I told you to speak up.” 

It was a shame that Peter just squeaked again, and from the dark wet mark between his legs, I was certain he’d just pissed himself. He’d been so brave a moment ago, and now, he was utterly worthless.

With a growl, I glanced at the others cowering behind him. “Speak or flee, little minions.” 

They scattered like rats from a storm save for Peter, frozen in my presence. When they were gone, I took a step closer, until I was almost nose-to-nose with him. Well, chin to forehead, because I was quite a bit taller than the man.

“What do you wish to say?”

“Aren’t you… you know… worried? That he will become a hero,” Peter said and pointed past me at the screen. “He just received the Delacruz.”

“Of course he did! He’s my boy.” 

I grinned wide as I swung my gaze back toward where Triton was, quite rightly, praising my son. 

“He’s going to be the greatest hero the world’s ever seen.” I hugged Peter with one arm and pulled him close, despite the nervous little whimper he made. “Just like his old man, eh?”
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Author’s Note
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Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review. 

The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.
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