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CHAPTER ONE

 

My first day at school was pretty normal. Met my teachers, introduced myself to my classmates, fell for a cute guy who was totally out of my league, and learned that I have an archenemy for life who wants to kill me because my dad killed his dad before I was born.

Maybe I should back up a bit. My name is Ashley Carrie Jason, I am sixteen-years-old, and I am the daughter of the superhero Bolt.

I say that like it’s some kind of accomplishment, but it’s really not. Everyone tells me I am really lucky to be the daughter of such a famous and well-respected superhero. Bolt—or Dad, as I always like to think of him—has saved the world so many times it’s practically a running joke in the family. Mom—who you might know better as Blizzard, who was a superhero in her own right when she was my age—is almost as accomplished and famous as he is.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful for both of my parents, who aren’t just famous superheroes, but also great parents in general. I’m not even intimidated by the thought of living up to their legacy of success and fame.

Mostly because I don’t expect to live long enough to become the next Bolt or Blizzard.

Wait. That sounds bad. Like I’m suicidal or something. If my best friend, Cora, was reading this, she’d probably tell me to be clearer about what I meant and stop being so depressing.

Besides, I didn’t start this journal to make myself feel worse. I started it to get my thoughts onto the page and make sense of my life, which can be a little confusing at times, to put it mildly.

So let me back up one more time, to the morning of my first day at the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans. Hopefully, that will make me look less suicidal, although I doubt it will make me look very smart …

-

Monday, September 17th, 2035, 7:55 AM …

“We’re here!”

I started, accidentally knocking my head against the handle overhead. Groaning, I rubbed my forehead and said, “We’re what?”

My dad, sitting in the driver’s seat of the car, turned around and smiled at me. “The Academy, of course. Look out the window. The facilities are amazing.”

I blinked and looked out the car window. Although not the first time I’d visited the campus of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans, this was my first time looking at it as a student.

The Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans was spread out before us. We were parked on the hill overlooking the school, allowing me to see the sprawling, five-mile wide campus. The Auditorium in the heart of the campus rose above all of the other buildings, looking kind of like an oversized chicken egg. Even from a distance, I could see the statue of a superherio who looked familiar to me standing in front of it, gleaming even under the dark clouds overhead.

A huge track field stood off to the west, next to an old abandoned building that I recognized as the Academy’s Old Library from my research. Over on the east side of campus, the classroom buildings were scattered in a neat and orderly fashion, with the current Library—the second largest building on campus—and the Gymnasium standing not far away from them. They reminded me of bodyguards, as if those two buildings were responsible for protecting the students. To the north, the shiny new dorm buildings could be seen next to the cafeteria, while the south end of the campus had the teachers’ dorms on the east side of the road leading to the Auditorium. A tall metal fence protected the entire campus, although from what Dad told me, the Academy had far more defenses than a simple chain link fence. There were quite a few other buildings as well, but I didn’t recognize most of them.

My younger brother, who sat next to me, leaned across my lap to look out of my window. “Finally! I thought we’d never get here.”

Annoyed, I pushed my younger brother back onto his seat and snapped, “We’ve already seen the campus, Jake. No need to crawl all over me to see it. It’s not that exciting.”

My thirteen-year-old brother, Jake, sat back down in his seat. He was the spitting image of Dad, with the same brown hair, blue eyes, and face. He was just shorter and thinner than Dad, but I’d seen pictures of Dad at Jake’s age and you’d be forgiven for mistaking them for twins. Then again, Mom and I looked an awful lot alike, too, though I think I take more after Dad than Mom physically. I did have my grandmother’s green eyes, though, so I got that from my dad’s side of the family, at least.

“I’m just excited we’re here,” said Jake. He looked at Dad and frowned. “Why did we have to drive here like a bunch of normals? Why couldn’t we fly? Or even better, run? That would have been a lot more fun than driving in a freaking car.”

Mom, who sat in the passenger’s seat up front next to Dad, gave Jake a warning look. “Jake, don’t talk about ‘normals’ like that. Remember, your grandparents are normals and there’s nothing wrong with that.”

Jake shrugged. “Whatever, Mom. I just think cars are boring and slow. Running is faster.”

“Says the speedster,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Not all of us can run at the speed of light, bro.”

“It’s the speed of sound,” Jake corrected, “although I am getting faster and I would like to run at the speed of light someday.”

“Your sister has a point, Jake,” said Dad without looking over his shoulder at us. “You and I may have super speed, but your mom and sister don’t. Plus, it really wouldn’t be good on your mom’s body to carry her while running at the speed of sound.”

Dad said that while glancing at Mom’s bulging belly. He reached over and patted her belly with one hand, a smile on his face. “Don’t want to risk harming your new sibling, after all.”

Jake and I nodded. Mom was about five months pregnant with our new baby sibling (who I was hoping was going to be a baby sister, but we still didn’t know its gender yet). That was the main reason why we had flown in an airplane from Texas to Washington, D.C., where the Academy is located, and then rented a car to go the rest of the way. The plan was for Mom and Dad to drop us off at the Academy, where Jake and I would spend the next year until we went home for the summer. That didn’t include visiting during the holidays and such, of course.

“Mom could have stayed home,” Jake said, folding his arms across his chest. “It’s not like she needed to come.”

“Yes, but I wanted to come,” Mom said. “I’m your mother. Of course I want to see you two off on your first day at the Academy. This might be the last time I see y’all in a year. Plus, I’m not so pregnant that I can’t make a quick trip to D.C., even if I can’t do any superhero work at the moment.”

That was true. Mom and Dad were both members of the Neohero Alliance, the largest superhero organization in the country, which was also their employer. Due to Mom’s pregnancy, however, she had decided to take time off from her superhero work to get ready for the arrival of the new baby. As you might imagine, superhero work isn’t exactly the safest line of work for a five-month-pregnant woman, super or otherwise.

“Also, this is good family time together,” said Dad. “Can’t have family fun and conversations when you’re running at a hundred miles an hour, right?”

Jake slumped in his seat. “I guess, but I’m still bored.”

“You’re in luck,” said Dad, “because we’re almost at the gates.”

Dad was right. The front gates of the Academy loomed up ahead. We got in line behind three other cars. I didn’t recognize any of the other vehicles, but I saw other teenagers and their parents in the cars. That meant that at least some of those cars held kids who were either returning for another year of school or were about to start their first year at the Academy just like Jake and me.

Jake leaned forward excitedly. “The gates? I heard they’re made of Indestructonium, the only metal in the world that can’t be broken. Is that true?”

“Yes,” said Dad with a nod. He raised a fist and mocked punching the gates. “Even I couldn’t break the gates, that’s how tough they are. The fence is also made of the same material, so it should keep both of you safe while you’re at school.”

I gulped and ran my hand through my hair. Despite knowing for over a year now that Jake and I were going to the Academy, it just hit me that Jake and I were going to spend the next four years of our life with over a thousand other super students. And no, I wasn’t nervous because most of my friends were normals and my experiences with other supers my age was limited.

Mostly, I was nervous about what would happen if the other students found out my secret. If they knew what I was, or rather, what I was born with, would they even let me into the school at all?

I shook my head. Dad had already extensively discussed my unique situation with the Academy’s Headmaster and the Academy Board. The faculty were already aware of my condition, especially Professor Hernandez. If my condition was going to be a problem for the Academy, the faculty would have let me know ahead of time.

But really, it wasn’t the faculty or staff I was worried about. It was my fellow students. Over a thousand students from all across the United States, plus a handful of foreign exchange students, attended the Academy. Each and every student was a super, meaning they had been born with some kind of superpower. They weren’t like the normals I had gone to high school with. I didn’t have much experience with other supers my age aside from my younger brother and my cousin, plus the kids of some of our parents’ superhero friends.

“It will be all right, Ashley,” Dad had told me before we left the house. “So long as you are your usual friendly self, you should have no trouble making friends.”

I snorted at the memory of Dad’s words as our car inched closer and closer to the gates. Me, friendly. I knew Dad was just trying to be supportive and encouraging, but he didn’t seem to understand that I didn’t want or need very many friends. Even back in John Smith High School, I only really had one normal friend. And unfortunately, normals were not allowed to attend the Academy, so I wouldn’t be able to see her, either.

Being the new kid was always stressful. But if the other kids knew about my condition … I shuddered at the thought.

“Cold?” said Jake, looking at me in confusion. He waved a hand in his face fast enough to create a small gust of wind. “I’m hot.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not cold. Just thinking about school.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine, honey,” said Mom, looking over her shoulder at me. She reached over and patted my knee. “I’m sure you and your brother will fit in and find friends in no time.”

I smiled at Mom, but it was a weak smile. Again, like Dad, I knew Mom was just trying to be encouraging and make me feel less anxious. But, just like Dad, I felt like she didn’t really understand why I didn’t want any friends, even though she and Dad were both painfully aware of my condition.

“Friends are nice, but I want to become a superhero,” said Jake. He smiled. “Just like you and Dad. I want to wear a costume and get a cool name and go fight bad guys and stuff. Maybe even join the Young Neos.”

Dad laughed. “That’s nice, Jake, but before you can do that, you should focus on completing your homework and graduating from the Academy. You need to put one foot in front of the other to run and the same for becoming a superhero.”

Jake pouted. “Okay, Dad. But four years is, like, forever. I wish I could just skip over the next four years. Would be a lot more efficient than having to sit in a classroom all day listening to some old dude ramble about the First and Second Pokacu Invasion and stuff.”

“I think you’ll find the classes at the Academy much more interesting than the classes at your old school,” said Dad, “at least, if what the teachers told me is true.”

I tilted my head to the side. Mom and Dad had established their superhero careers before the Academy was founded, so they had never been students there. That made me wonder how Dad could know if the classes were interesting or not. Then again, I remember Dad mentioning that he audited some of the classes over the summer, so that’s probably where he got his info from.

Not that I cared. Unlike Jake, I wasn’t going to the Academy because I wanted to be a superhero.

I was going to the Academy because I wanted to be normal. Not ‘normal’ as in losing my powers, but normal as in no longer having to live with my condition. Truthfully, if I could have gotten treated without having to go to superhero school, I absolutely would have, but circumstances just didn’t make that practical.

I had nothing against superheroes. Really. It was just that the idea of putting on a costume and risking your life fighting bad guys on the streets was not my idea of a good life. My parents and Jake loved it, but I was hoping for something a bit more normal, I suppose you could say.

Of course, if I couldn’t get my condition treated, then I wouldn’t live long enough to deal with my future as an adult. I still liked to think about it, though, if only because it was preferable to the alternative.

We pulled up to the front gates. Through the windows, I saw one of the guards—a fat African-American man in a blue-and-black security uniform—step away from the tollbooth up to the driver’s side. Dad rolled down the windows and began chatting with the guard, showing him our identification papers and engaging in small talk with him. I didn’t pay much attention to their conversation, though, mostly because I was twirling one of my brown hairs nervously and just wishing we could go through the gates already. Jake, sitting next to me, was playing a game on his phone, his legs wagging up and down like they always did whenever he was bored sitting down.

“… You’re Kevin Jason?” said the guard loud enough that I could hear him clearly. “As in, Kevin ‘Bolt’ Jason? The famous superhero?”

“Yep,” said Dad, who sounded a bit embarrassed. “I take it you’ve heard of me.”

“ ‘Course I have,” said the guard with a chuckle. “This place was named after your dad, right? And you’re so famous, too. Your kids going to be attending here?”

“Yep,” said Dad. “Both of ‘em. Ashley and Jake.”

The guard glanced behind Dad. He smiled when he saw Jake playing on his phone, but when his eyes fell on me, a strange look of pity and worry crossed his features. That made me wonder if I had something on my face.

“Ashley?” said the guard slowly, looking at Dad again. “She’s your daughter, right?”

“Of course,” said Dad proudly. “I’m surprised you’ve heard of her.”

The guard pursed his lips, his eyes darting back and forth. “I’ve definitely heard a lot about her. Her name’s been thrown around the campus for a few days now.”

Now I was listening more closely. Who was talking about me and why? I hoped it was nothing bad, but the guard’s expression and tone made me think otherwise.

Dad seemed to sense that, too, because he said, in a slightly more tense voice than before, “Oh? What are they saying about her?”

“Just …” the guard looked at Dad. “It’s nothing. Just rumors. You don’t want to—”

“I do, actually,” Dad interrupted. “Tell me again: What are they saying about my daughter?”

The guard gulped. Couldn’t blame him. Despite looking like a normal dad, Dad could look really scary when he got angry. It didn’t help that red electricity sparked off his fingers, which was never a good sign. It made me worried that Dad might lose control of his powers if he got too upset.

The guard seemed to realize that, too. Sweat appeared on his forehead, which he dabbed away with a handkerchief from his uniform’s breast pocket.

“They’re saying a lot of things about your daughter,” said the guard, “but the most persistent rumor I keep hearing is that she’s got an infectious disease that only affects—and kills—supers. Any truth to—”

The guard was cut off when Dad rolled up the windows and slammed his foot on the acceleration, causing our car to zoom through the open gates just as they finished opening fully. The guard on the other side of the gates even jumped out of the way to avoid getting hit by Dad’s car.

But I didn’t pay attention to what was happening outside. My mind was fixed solely on the rumor that the guard had shared with us. My nerves, anxiety, worries, and fears swirled around in my head like a maelstrom, making it almost impossible to think straight.

One question did echo clearly in my mind, though, rising above my emotions and forming into words:

How did anyone know my secret?


CHAPTER TWO

 

Dad eventually slowed down the car to a more reasonable speed, especially as we pulled up to the Auditorium parking lot. We kind of had to because the roads leading into and out of the Academy campus were very narrow and had really strict speed limits. We almost tail-gated one of the cars that had entered ahead of us until Dad snapped to his senses and hit the brakes.

That was unusual. Dad was normally a good, calm driver. But now he was angry, angrier than I’d seen him in a long time. He gripped the steering wheel tighter than was necessary, to the point where he was in danger of breaking it. He didn’t say a word as we pulled up into the Auditorium parking lot, parking on the far end of the parking lot because it was closer than the front end.

To be fair, none of us spoke during the short drive from the gates to the parking lot, either. I didn’t talk because, like I said, the guard’s comment made my emotions go crazy. I suspected Mom and Jake stayed quiet because they didn’t want to distract Dad. That was probably a smart move. When Dad was strong enough to lift skyscrapers, it was usually a good idea not to annoy him more than he already was.

When Dad parked the car, however, and cut the engine, Mom leaned over and patted him on the shoulder. “Honey, I hope you’re not too angry at that guard. He obviously didn’t mean anything by it.”

Dad sighed. Without taking his hands off the steering wheel, he said, “I know. But … it was supposed to be a secret. Night Soldier promised me—”

“But Ashley’s condition isn’t actually infectious, though,” said Jake, glancing at me. “Otherwise I would have gotten it by now, right? So the rumor isn’t even accurate.”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s accurate or not, Jake,” said Dad with a shake of his head. “False rumors often do far more damage to a person’s reputation than the truth ever could. And this one has been floating around campus for days.”

“I’m as upset as you are, dear, but again, you need to calm down,” said Mom. “The guard wasn’t trying to offend us. You’ll have to apologize to him after we drop the kids off.”

Dad sighed again, but said, “You’re right, honey. I’ll apologize to him. Like you said, he didn’t know. I’m just worried what this means for Ashley.”

Mom looked over at me. “Ashley, how do you feel about that?”

I didn’t respond right away. I was still shocked by the fact that rumors of my condition had already spread on campus and I hadn’t even set foot there yet. If even the freaking guards knew about it, then I bet every student in the Academy had to know it by now. And I knew almost nothing about them. Life really could be unfair sometimes.

But I didn’t want to worry Mom, so I said, “I’m fine, Mom. It’s just a dumb rumor. I doubt any of the other students are stupid enough to believe it. I’m not bothered by Dad’s reaction.”

I was telling the truth with that last line. Dad’s reaction, although maybe a bit over the top, was probably how I would have reacted if I had been in his shoes. Only I don’t think I would have slowed down or stopped. I would have just kept going or maybe turned around and drove straight back to Texas. Back home. Back where no one knew about my condition or cared if I had it.

“No, Ashley, your mom is right,” said Dad. He rubbed his forehead. “I acted without thinking. It’s just that I was really hoping we could keep your condition under wraps, at least until you started attending classes”

“Are you saying they’ll kick Ashley out because of her condition?” said Jake in surprise. “Can they really do that?”

“Your father isn’t saying anything like that, Jake,” said Mom. “It’s just that, in the superhuman community, people with Ashley’s condition sometimes face ignorance from people who don’t understand them. Ashley will be fine.”

It took a lot of self-control not to snort at Mom’s explanation. She severely underplayed how badly people like me were treated by other supers. I guess she had to, given how Jake was so young and still pretty immature, but the explanation did make me wonder if it really was too late for us to turn around and go home now. But I knew I didn’t have a choice, not if I wanted to be cured of my condition, anyway.

“Your mom’s right,” said Dad with a nod. “Ashley is going to attend the Academy from start to finish alongside you, even if some people would rather she didn’t.”

“Some people?” I looked at Dad anxiously. “What some people? Who are they?”

“It’s not important, dear,” said Dad, giving me a reassuring pat on the knee. “The point is that you and Jake are soon going to become full-time students at the Academy and I am certain both of you will do very well.”

I bit my lower lip but said nothing. I was aware that Dad had talked with the Academy Board and the Headmaster for a very long time before they were willing to accept me and Jake into the Academy. What forced them to accept us, I think, was the fact that our powers manifested at roughly the same time. That meant we needed a lot of training to learn how to use them correctly.

But if Dad was telling the truth, then there was someone—maybe even someone working at the Academy—who was against my admittance at all. Was this person the source of the false rumors about my condition? Or were the rumors started by someone else?

Ugh. I hated not knowing things, but the only way to know for sure how the other students felt about me would be to step out of the car and head into the Auditorium for orientation. Right now, though, staying in the car seemed like the safest thing to do.

“And don’t worry about what the other students might think, Ash,” said Mom, also reaching over and patting me on the shoulder. “Some people will be jerks, but I know you’ll make some good friends in no time. Both of you.”

There was that assurance again, that I would make friends. The problem was that I didn’t come to the Academy to make friends but to get cured. I already had one friend who I could talk to on the phone. Why did I need more, especially ‘friends’ who might dump me as soon as they learn about my condition?

Still, I didn’t want to end what might be my last conversation with my parents for the next several months on a negative note, so I nodded and said, “Okay, Mom. You’re probably right.”

“Speaking of friends, the orientation is starting soon,” said Dad, glancing at his watch. “We need to get you kids unpacked.”

“Wait, we’re taking our bags now?” I said, leaning forward in alarm. “I thought you guys were going to help us move into our dorms.”

“Guess I forgot to tell you,” said Dad, looking at me, “but we were told that we’re just supposed to drop you two off at the Auditorium for orientation. A member of the staff will help move you and your luggage into your dorms, which will be assigned to you guys after orientation.”

“Meaning you’re both leaving already?” said Jake. He pumped his fist. “Awesome! It means we don’t have to wait for you old people to catch up with us.”

“Could you at least act like you’re going to miss us?” asked Dad jokingly. “Making us almost regret dropping y’all off here. If that’s your attitude, maybe we should just take you two back home now.”

I half-smiled at Dad’s joke, but really, that didn’t sound so bad to me. If we went back home, I wouldn’t have to deal with stupid rumors spread by ignorant people anymore.

But unfortunately, I knew that I wouldn’t be leaving the Academy for a long time. So I undid my seatbelt, jumped out of the car with Jake, and unloaded our luggage. We had a couple of duffel bags each, though mine were both bigger and heavier than Jake’s. Even so, I knew we’d have no trouble hauling them across the parking lot pavement to the front doors of the Auditorium, which loomed large even in the distance. The smell of fresh asphalt filled my nostrils, which I didn’t really enjoy.

Dad slammed the trunk of the car shut and looked down at us. “There. Are you sure you two don’t need help with your luggage?”

“No, Dad, I think Jake and I got it,” I said. “Our bags aren’t that heavy.”

“Yeah,” Jake said, hefting both of his duffel bags over his shoulder. “I’m almost as strong as you, Dad, so I don’t need your help hauling these bad boys around.”

“Okay,” said Dad with a chuckle. He rubbed his forehead again and looked at Mom, who stood next to him. “Well, dear, I think it’s time I apologized to the guard.”

“You mean you’re leaving,” I said.

“Yes, we are,” said Mom with a nod. “I’m sorry, Ash, I really am. We would have loved to stick around for the orientation, but we can’t.”

“Plus, it’s not like we need to check it out ourselves,” said Dad. “Your mom and I have already visited this place loads of times and have researched it extensively. We are definitely leaving you two in safe hands. You have nothing to worry about.”

Except for the false rumors designed to destroy my reputation and make the other students hate me, of course. But again, I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to ruin our last moments with our parents or make things awkward for no reason.

So Jake and I just hugged Mom and Dad goodbye. After that, Mom and Dad hopped back into the car and drove off back toward the gates of the Academy.

Jake and I watched them go. I could already sense Jake’s impatience growing, but I didn’t want to head into the Auditorium just yet. I wanted to keep watching until we could no longer see our parents’ car.

Mostly because until I did, I wouldn’t be convinced that Jake and I were going to be stuck here for the next four years of our lives … among over a thousand people who probably hated my guts.


CHAPTER THREE

 

They’re gone,” said Jake when Mom and Dad’s car disappeared over the top of the hill beyond the gates. He looked up at me impatiently. “Can we go to the Auditorium now? We’re gonna be late if we just keep standing here.”

Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Jake in surprise. “Since when have you ever cared about being on time for anything?”

“I just don’t want to miss orientation,” said Jake. “If we miss orientation, they might not assign us our dorms. They might even send us home or something.”

That sounded good to me, but I shook my head and said, “Jake, I doubt they’d send us home just because we missed orientation. Still, you’ve got a point. Might as well head into the Auditorium now. Plus, it looks like it’s about to rain.”

I was right about that. Thick, dark gray clouds covered the sky for as far as the eye could see in every direction. It had been that way since we flew into D.C. earlier and my phone’s weather app had said there was a 90% chance of rain today, but it hadn’t actually rained yet. Even so, the ominous roll of thunder in the sky and the increasingly powerful wind told me that we’d better find shelter quick, especially because neither of us had packed an umbrella. It was already starting to smell like rain, too.

So we trudged across the parking lot toward the Auditorium all by ourselves. Jake wanted to ‘race’ me to the front doors—Jake always wanted to race me, because Jake’s powers meant he could always beat me in a race—but I didn’t fall for his bait. Until we got assigned to our respective dorms, I was not going to let Jake out of my sight. He may have been the most annoying younger brother on the planet, but he was still my younger brother and taking care of him was my responsibility until we went home again. Jake probably wouldn’t have agreed with that, but I didn’t care. I was his older sister and that was how I felt about him.

That was why I noticed Jake wasn’t with me. I immediately stopped and looked around the parking lot in worry, wondering if he had somehow wandered off without me noticing until I saw him standing a few feet behind me. He was looking up at something, his mouth hanging open and his eyes wide with surprise.

“Jake, what are you doing?” I said, turning around to face him. I followed his gaze. “What are you looking—”

I stopped speaking when I saw what had stopped him in his tracks.

A huge metal statue stood in front of the Auditorium. It was a statue of a well-built, muscular man with the letter ‘O’ on his chest and a cape flowing out behind him. The superhero’s arms were folded in front of his chest and his steely gaze stared into the distance as if he was confronting some unseen supervillain that was in the middle of committing a terrible crime. The statue was almost lifelike, complete with joints that looked like they could bend, though it was probably just detail added by the sculptor.

“Who is that?” I said, staring at the statue in awe.

“That’s Omega Man,” said Jake. He finally tore his eyes off from the statue to look at me. “The strongest superhero in the world and the former leader of the Neohero Alliance’s Leadership Council. Haven’t you heard about him?”

I blinked. “No, I haven’t. Is he stronger than Dad?”

“You mean was he stronger than Dad,” Jake corrected, “and maybe. I dunno. He and Dad never fought each other, but Dad says he was. Personally, I think Dad is stronger, but Omega Man was pretty strong, too.”

“What do you mean was?” I said. “Is Omega Man dead?”

“He disappeared ten years ago during the Neo-Plague,” said Jake. “At least, that’s what his Neo Ranks page says. No one’s seen him since.”

I frowned. “Is he one of your idols?”

“Of course!” said Jake. “He helped fight off the First and Second Pokacu Invasions of Earth and even defeated Tsunami in the early 2020s. Next to Dad, I want to be just like Omega Man when I grow up.”

I looked at the statue again, frowning deeper. “He does look familiar. I think Dad must have invited him over to our house one time when I was really little, but I’m not sure.”

“If Dad did, he’s never told me about it,” said Jake. He shook his head. “But seriously, sis, how do you not know who Omega Man is? Every super in the world knows his name. He’s even more famous than Dad.”

I shrugged. “I guess I’m just not as big a superhero geek as you are.”

“I’m not a geek,” Jake insisted. “I am a fan. Big difference.”

I rolled my eyes but had nothing to say to that witty comeback. Unlike me, Jake was a huge superhero nerd. Although he was far from what I’d call a bookworm, Jake’s interest in superheroes meant he knew way more about the history and culture of superheroes than I did. Seeing as his dream was to follow in Dad’s footsteps, having that knowledge would probably help him in school.

I, on the other hand, did not want to become a superhero, so I didn’t see the value in knowing more than the bare minimum they teach you about superhero history in high school. Besides, if I ever needed info on a particular superhero or villain, I could always ask Jake anyway rather than do the research myself.

“You can admire the statue later,” I said, turning around to resume walking toward the Auditorium. “We’re going to be late for the orientation if we don’t leave right—”

Abruptly, I walked into someone hard enough to send me sprawling to the pavement. I dropped my duffel bags, which fortunately didn’t burst open, although I, unfortunately, did not land on them, meaning that I ended up scraping my hands on the rough asphalt of the parking lot.

“Ow!” I said, rubbing my behind. “That hurt.”

“Sis, are you okay?” said Jake, zipping over to my side. “That looked like a nasty fall.”

“Hope I didn’t harm you,” said a soft but quite masculine voice before me. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

Rubbing my back, I was about to yell at the idiot for walking into me. Then I actually saw the ‘idiot’ in question and my jaw fell open.

Sitting opposite me was the most handsome man I’d ever had the pleasure of laying eyes on in my life. His close-cropped brown hair somehow brought out his black eyes, which were full of soulful emotion. His muscles were obvious even underneath the loose red t-shirt he wore and his jeans couldn’t hide his obviously huge legs. He was also tall, even sitting down, and had biceps that looked more like carefully carved marble than muscle. The only problem was the tiny scar above his upper lip, but even that gave him some roguish charm. He also smelled vaguely of coconut and strawberry, two of my favorite fruits.

“Uh …” I said. “Uh … uhhhh … hi?”

The guy stared at me with a mixture of confusion and worry. “Er, hello? Are you okay? I hope I didn’t hit you on the head somehow.”

“What?” I said. I shook my head quickly. “N-No. I’m fine. I just scraped my hands a little. That’s all. You really didn’t hurt me.”

I wanted to add “Even though you could with those big, meaty hands of yours,” but I thought that might creep him out a little too much. Best to stick with awkward stuttering for now.

“Okay,” said the guy. He stood up and held his hand out. “Let me at least help you up, if nothing else.”

Maybe a little too quickly, I reached up and took his hand. With a firm grip, the guy helped me to my feet and I was way more disappointed than I would ever admit when he let go of my hand. That’s when I realized he was also a lot taller than me, like at least a head taller than me. Not that I was complaining, though.

“Thanks,” I said, feeling grateful that I wasn’t stuttering anymore.

“No problem,” said the guy with a perfectly white-toothed smile. “Honestly, it’s my fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going. Here, let me help get your bags for you.”

The guy picked up both of my duffel bags with ease and said, “If you want, I could even carry them for—”

“No, no, that’s fine,” I said hastily, taking my bags from him quickly. “I can carry them myself. But thank you.”

The guy smiled again and I wanted to melt on the spot. “If you insist.”

I nodded. “I-I, uh, I do.”

I immediately wanted to kick myself. How could I say something so stupid in front of such a handsome guy? He was probably going to think I was an idiot and he didn’t even know about my condition yet.

Luckily, the guy must have either been really nice or really polite because he just said, “So, are you two new here? Don’t think I’ve seen either of you around before, though you look familiar.”

“Yeah, we just got here,” Jake piped up. He hefted his bags and nodded at the Auditorium. “We were heading to orientation before big sis walked into you.”

“I walked into her,” the guy corrected, “but that makes sense. Yes, orientation is starting soon. I was just heading there myself.”

“Oh?” I said, almost choked on that word. “Are you new, too?”

“No,” said the guy, shaking his head. “I’m a fourth-year student. Name’s Joseph, but you can call me Joey. Yours?”

“My what?” I said.

“Your name,” said Joey, looking at me with a little concern. “What’s your name?”

Once again, I felt like an idiot and found myself wishing I could just sink into the asphalt. “Uh, Ashley.”

“And I’m Jake,” said Jake with a wave. “Nice to meet you, Joey.”

“Nice to meet both of you as well,” said Joey. He looked over his shoulder. “Unfortunately, I need to get going. All Top Students are supposed to be backstage at the Auditorium. So I can’t walk you two there myself, even though I would like to.”

Disappointment filled my soul like water in a pit, but I nodded and said, “No problem. We can find our way there ourselves. See you later?”

Joey smiled, once again showing off his perfect teeth. “Sure. Hope you have fun at the Academy. It’s a great place, the best superhero school in the country. Although you might find orientation … different.”

“Different?” I said. “Different how?”

Joey chuckled. “You’ll see. I don’t want to ruin the surprise. Bye!”

Joey turned and ran off toward the Auditorium. I was amazed at how fast he ran. He wasn’t quite as fast as Jake or Dad, of course, but he crossed the gap between the statue and Auditorium in less than a minute, if that. He disappeared inside the front doors of the Auditorium faster than my eyes could follow.

All of a sudden, Jake started snickering, causing me to snap out of my reverie and look at him in confusion. “What are you laughing about?”

“Nothing,” said Jake in a fake innocent tone, though he still snickered every now and then. “It’s just that I’ve never seen you look at a guy like that before.”

I scowled. “I just think Joey is a nice guy. He’s obviously very polite, a real gentleman, unlike you.”

“Uh-huh,” said Jake, grinning at me. “Is that why you kept stuttering at him like a busted exhaust pipe?”

My scowl deepened. “Jake—”

“Whatever, sis,” said Jake with a shrug. “I think Joey’s cool, too, but I’m not gonna ogle him like you. Last one to orientation is a rotten egg!”

Jake ran toward the Auditorium’s front steps. He wasn’t quite going at full speed, but he was definitely using at least a bit of his super-speed to give him a head start on me. Annoyed, I ran after him, not trying to beat him so much as trying to make sure he didn’t escape my sights.

As we ran, however, I couldn’t stop thinking about Joey. Despite my reaction to Jake’s teasing, I had to admit that Joey was definitely a nice guy to look at. He wasn’t the first boy I’d ever fancied, but if he was an example of what the guys were like here at the Academy, then maybe this place wasn’t going to be so bad after all.

Then again, Joey didn’t know my condition yet. Would he have been so polite if he knew what I was? Or would he have run away from me much sooner than he did?

I didn’t know the answer to that question. And frankly, I was afraid to find out.


CHAPTER FOUR

 

If the Auditorium was big on the outside, it was somehow even bigger on the inside. It dwarfed the auditorium at my old high school in Silvers significantly. The ceiling arched overhead, high enough that you could conceivably fly around in here if you had flight powers. In fact, I actually saw someone—maybe one of the janitors or staff workers—floating near the ceiling, working on one of the spotlights focused on the stage.

Speaking of the stage, it was huge, about half the size of a football field, or so it looked from up here. Six empty chairs stood behind a microphone and podium, while heavy red curtains hung from either side of the stage. Bright spotlights shone down on the empty stage, brilliantly illuminating it.

But it was the people that really drew my attention. Hundreds and hundreds of students sat in every seat in the Auditorium. The chatter of hundreds of teenagers, combined with the sounds of movement and creaking chairs, was almost overwhelming to me. It didn’t help that some of the students were practicing their powers, such as one guy juggling fireballs in his hands while a girl sitting a couple of rows down was apparently changing the colors of her skin for the amusement of her friends.

Uniformed men, who I assumed were the staff, walked up and down the rows of students, yelling at them to sit down or keep quiet. Their efforts to impose some sort of order on the kids was admirable, but I didn’t think they were having too much luck. Made me glad we left our bags with the security guards at the entrance because there was no room for us to put them anywhere in the Auditorium itself.

“Whoa,” said Jake, standing beside me, his eyes wide. “I know this school is supposed to be big, but I didn’t expect it to be this big. It would take me, like, three point four seconds to run around the perimeter of this place with my super speed.”

I looked at Jake in confusion. “Did you just do that math on the spot?”

“Yep,” said Jake. “I’m not as much a bookworm as you, but I can do math.”

I shook my head. The fact was that while I was more intellectual than Jake, he wasn’t necessarily an idiot. He was much better at math than I was, for one, and could think a lot faster than me. If he thought it would take him 3.4 seconds to run the perimeter of the Auditorium, he was probably right. In any case, I’d never won an argument with him before even when I was right and I was too overwhelmed by all of these people to debate with him anyway.

“I’m just trying to figure out where we should sit,” I said, looking around the Auditorium. “Seems like every seat is taken. Plus, we don’t know anyone.”

“We know Joey,” said Jake, his eyes scanning the Auditorium as well. “Maybe he’ll let us sit by him. I know you’d like that.”

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t see Joey anywhere, but to be frank, I’m not sure where the fourth-years are. Given how we’re first-years, I imagine we’d have to find other first-years to—”

“Hey!” a man’s loud voice called out. “You two look lost!”

Startled, Jake and I looked down the main aisle of the Auditorium and saw a huge, fat man walking toward us. He wore a clean gray uniform with the Academy symbol on his right breast, the buttons bulging against his huge stomach as he walked toward us. He looked a little out of place among the casually-dressed students, but I noticed that none of the students seemed eager to catch his attention.

“Uh …” I looked at the fat man uncertainly. “I guess you could say that. We’re new.”

“Gotcha,” the man said with a nod. “I’ve been working here at this school long enough to tell when someone’s new. You two look green as shoots.”

Unsure whether to be offended or not, I said, “Um—”

“What are your names?” the fat man said.

“I’m Ashley and this is my younger brother, Jake,” I said, pointing at Jake. “We just got here a few minutes ago.”

“Nice to meet you, Ashley, Jake,” said the fat man. “My name is Barney. I’m the Head of Security here at the Academy. Been working here for over ten years.”

I gulped. “Head of Security? We’re not in trouble, are we?”

Barney laughed, a sound as loud as a cannon blast. “Ha! Of course not. I just remember what it was like to be the new kid at school and love helping kids like you find a place to sit. You two aren’t the only nervous first-years who don’t know anyone here, you know.”

I smiled slightly. Barney seemed like a nice guy, but again, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was only nice because, like Joey, he didn’t know about my condition yet. “That would be nice. Where should we—”

Barney pointed to the right. “You can sit over here by this guy. Barrett, you aren’t saving those seats for anyone in particular, are you?”

Barney was speaking to a student sitting in the back row that I hadn’t even noticed. He sat all by himself at the very end of the back row, a notebook and pencil in his hands like he was already taking notes. When Barney spoke to him, he looked over at us in surprise. He was a bit shorter and stouter than Joey, but still quite handsome, I thought. His hair was even darker than mine while his skin was so pale it looked like snow. His hair was longer than Joey’s, too, going down to his shoulders. I couldn’t help but find him a bit cute.

“Hmm?” said the guy. “Oh, no. I’m not saving these seats for anyone.”

Hmm. His accent was kind of weird. I wanted to say it was British or Australian, but it was different from those, too. It was the way he pronounced ‘seats.’ He said it like ‘sits,’ which was a little weird, but I loved British and Australian accents, so if this guy was British or Australian, I figured we’d get along just fine.

“Okay,” said Barney. “You two can sit with Barrett. Now I gotta go. Orientation is starting soon and there are still too many first-years who don’t have friends standing around awkwardly. Have fun!”

Barney rushed past us toward another pair of first-year students, who looked like twin sisters, standing near the doors with uncertain expressions on their faces. Their uncertainty was replaced with fear, though, when Barney barreled toward them like a train and then began giving them the same speech he gave me and Jake.

“Barney’s kind of weird, isn’t he?” Jake muttered under his breath as we took our seats next to Barrett.

“Yeah, definitely,” I said. “Fortunately, I think he’s going to leave us alone for now.”

“Hope so,” said Jake. He frowned. “But I wish we had gotten seats a little closer to the front. I can’t see anything from here.”

“That’s because you’re short,” I said. “Maybe if you’re lucky, puberty will kick in and you’ll get a growth spurt before orientation starts.”

“Whatever, sis,” said Jake. He pulled out his phone. “I’ve got aliens to destroy, anyway.”

Jake then began playing his phone game again. Couldn’t blame him. We still had five minutes before orientation started and there wasn’t much else to do other than try not to murder all of the screaming kids.

“It certainly is loud in here, is it not?” said Barrett to me.

I looked at Barrett, who sat to my right. “Huh? Oh, yeah. Way too loud for my tastes.”

Barrett nodded. “Are all American students this loud or are the students here just crazy?”

I shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. I came from a much smaller normal school than this, although it could get pretty loud at times.”

Barrett nodded again. He looked at the assembled students with a bit of distaste in his eyes. “Too loud. This school does not seem to value discipline very much.”

I tilted my head to the side. “Say, Barrett, where are you from, anyway? I figured you weren’t from America based on your accent, but I can’t tell what it is. British? Australian?”

Barrett tensed when I asked him that question, making me wonder if I accidentally offended him somehow. Then he relaxed and said, “Neither, actually. I am from Superbia.”

My eyes widened in shock. “You’re from Superbia? Really?”

Superbia was a fairly new country, being the first—and so far, only—superhuman country in the world. I didn’t know much about it other than it was located on an island chain somewhere off the west coast of Canada, but it seemed like Superbia and its president, Franklin Marcus, were always on the news in my family’s house.

“Yes,” said Barrett, again nodding. “I was born and raised in Superbia. I assume you are American?”

“Yes,” I said. I leaned toward Barrett slightly, but not enough to get into his personal space. “If you’re from Superbia, how did you get here? I thought Superbia had its own superhuman school.”

“It does,” Barrett said in agreement. “Technically, I am a student of the Superbian Institute of Superhuman Education. I am here in America as part of the Academy and Institute’s foreign exchange student program.”

“That’s so cool,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to visit Superbia. What’s it like?”

“Amazing,” said Barrett. “The best country on the planet. I hope I do not offend you too much by saying that because America is nice, at least what little I’ve seen of it so far.”

“No problem,” I said with a wave of my hand. “I like America, too, but I’ve always wanted to travel to other countries. Superbia, in particular, has always been high on my list.”

“Oh?” said Barrett. “Why?”

I shrugged. “It’s the only superhuman country in the world. I think that’s pretty interesting, though I wouldn’t want to live there. I’m afraid I’d have to become like, a superhero or something if I lived there.”

“Do not worry,” said Barrett. “Most Superbian citizens are ordinary people with ordinary jobs, even if they do have powers. If you ever do move there someday, you wouldn’t need to become a superhero if you don’t want to.”

I nodded. “That’s nice to hear. I’ve heard so much about Superbia that I really don’t know what’s true and what isn’t.”

Barrett tapped his chin. “Then it’s a good thing you’ve met me because I can answer all of your questions about my home. But I want to know who you are. What’s your name?”

“Oh, sorry,” I said sheepishly. “Forgot to introduce myself. I’m Ashley Jason and this is my younger brother, Jake.”

I wasn’t sure what I said, but Barrett tensed again when I said my name. He looked at me far more intently, seeming to forget all about the notebook in his lap. He stared at me as if I was a unicorn, which made me both uncomfortable and yet excited. Can’t say I’d ever had a handsome foreign dude look at me that way before.

“Your name is Ashley Jason?” Barrett questioned. “Forgive me for asking, but your father would not happen to be Kevin Jason? That is, the famous American superhero known as Bolt?”

I bit my lower lip. I didn’t like the way Barrett leaned into my personal space, but at the same time, I didn’t sense any malice or danger from him. He just seemed really, really curious for some reason. “Yes, Bolt is our dad. Why do you ask? Have you heard of him?”

“Yes,” said Barrett with a swift nod. “My father speaks of him often and he is a very famous superhero even in Superbia. I knew he had a daughter and son, but I didn’t realize you were his children.”

“Yep,” said Jake without looking up from his phone. “Our dad is pretty famous. But I’m going to be even more famous, so you can tell everyone you knew me before I was big.”

Ignoring Jake’s comment, I said, “It’s not something we try to parade around, but we’re not really proud of it, either. I mean—”

“Don’t worry,” said Barrett, flashing me a quick but handsome smile. “I get it. I know what it’s like to be the child of someone famous and powerful. I won’t badger you about it. I was just surprised to learn that you two are Bolt’s kids. I won’t treat you any differently because of that.”

I had to admit that Barrett, although a bit less handsome than Joey, had a very winning smile that comforted me a great deal. Still, his statement caused me to say, “Who’s your dad? Is he famous?”

Barrett’s friendly smile suddenly disappeared. He pulled away from me and averted his gaze from me. “You could say that, yes.”

Weird. Why was Barrett suddenly acting so coy? Did he and his dad not get along or something?

Before I could ask Barrett about his dad further, Jake suddenly looked up and said, “Hey, sis. It looks like orientation is starting.”

Jake was right. Down on the stage below, a man wearing a black spandex costume with a blue jacket strewn over his shoulders stood behind the podium. It was impossible to see his face because he also wore a mask and goggles, which made him look like he was on a SWAT team or something.

I had no trouble recognizing the guy, but the six students seated behind him were unfamiliar to me. Except Joey, who sat in the middle chair with his hands folded in his lap. I smiled and waved at him, but he seemed too busy talking to a pretty athletic girl next to him to notice me. A twinge of jealousy ran through me when I saw him talking to that girl, but I told myself Joey probably just didn’t see me since I was all the way in the back and he was at the front.

The man standing at the podium cleared his throat loudly, the sound magnified by his microphone, and said, in a deep but reassuring voice, “Welcome, students, both old and new, to the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans! I am Roger Tanaka, the Headmaster of the Academy, but some of you might know me better as Night Soldier.”

“Night Soldier?” Jake repeated under his breath, his eyes widening. “That’s him? I’ve only ever seen him in pictures. He’s so cool.”

I already knew who Night Soldier was, having met him before when I applied to attend the Academy. Like the rest of the faculty, he knew about my condition, though I doubted he could see me from all the way down there. It was nice to see a familiar face here, though, even if only from a distance.

Night Soldier continued his speech, saying, “To new students, I say welcome, and to old students, I say welcome back. For over seventeen years, the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans has educated thousands of young superhumans from all over the country and even the world. Among our alumni are members of the Neohero Alliance, the Independent Neoheroes for Justice, the Neohero League, the G-Men, and even some international superhero organizations. Our faculty is comprised of some of the most experienced and trusted superheroes in the world. You are all but assured to receive an excellent education here, especially if you apply yourself to your studies.”

Night Soldier gestured at the students behind him. “As is tradition, we have invited the top six fourth-year students onto this stage to represent the student body as a whole. Each one of these fourth-years represents the best of the best from each Team. Please applaud the Top Six!”

The students began clapping and calling out the names of the different Top Six students. Not knowing who any of them were other than Joey, I just clapped as loudly as I could, while Jake whistled. I had to admit I was a bit surprised to see Joey up there, but I was also pleased. Not only was he a true gentleman, but he was also, apparently, one of the best students in the school. Barrett, however, was not clapping or whistling for anyone and looked more confused than anything, which I suppose was because he was a Superbian. Perhaps he was still suffering from culture shock.

Night Soldier waved his hands. “Okay, okay, everyone, calm down. I think the Top Six know how much you all appreciate them. But, while it’s easy to say they’re some of the best students, I think it is much more impressive to show you how good they are. And I think you all know what that means, especially second, third, and fourth-years.”

“Duel!” a random student in the middle rows shouted so loud that I almost jumped out of my seat. “Neo-Duel! Heck yeah!”

Neo-Duel? I looked at Jake and Barrett, but they looked as confused as I was.

“Yes, Neo-Duel, Shriek,” said Night Soldier with an amused smile. He looked out across the students. “One of our most enduring traditions is the yearly Neo-Duel. At the start of every school year, one fourth-year student and one first-year student are randomly chosen to duel each other on this very stage in front of everyone in the Auditorium.”

“Wait, they start every year with a duel between a fourth-year and a first-year?” I said. “That’s weird. And a little worrisome.”

“But interesting,” said Barrett, stroking his chin. “Reminds me of the drill exercises we do back at the Institute. I hope I am picked. I haven’t gotten to stretch my wings in a while.”

Before I could ask Barrett what he meant by that, Night Soldier continued. “Before you get worried, rest assured that Neo-Duels are not to the death. Nor will you even be seriously injured. The faculty and I will be closely monitoring the duel every step of the way. Should it get too dangerous, we will step in and put an end to it before anyone gets hurt. This is simply a way for first-years to get an idea of how much they need to learn and where they will be after four years of study at the Academy.”

Excited and nervous whispers spread across the student body like wildfire. Most of the whispers seemed to come from the first-years, who were all worried that they might get picked. Most of the older students didn’t seem worried, but then again, none of them were at risk of getting beaten by an experienced fourth-year student in front of the whole student body.

Jake bounced up and down in his seat while muttering, “Pick me … pick me … pick me …”

“Pick him … pick him … pick him …” I muttered under my breath.

Barrett said nothing. He looked eager to be chosen, but I wasn’t sure why. Maybe he really liked fighting or something.

“With that out of the way, I shall now announce the names of the Neo-Duel participants,” Night Soldier said. He pulled out two folded slips of paper from his pockets, one red and one blue. He unfolded the red one first and said, “The fourth-year student who will represent the Top Six in the Neo-Duel is Joseph Sean Jones of Team Justice!”

The crowd of students went wild at the announcement of this Joseph Jones guy. I had no idea who he was, though, until Joey stepped up from his chair on stage and walked over to Night Soldier’s side. He waved at the crowd of students, flashing his usual winning smile, which somehow looked even whiter under the spotlights than it did outside. A holographic image of Joey’s face suddenly appeared in the air above the stage, with Joey’s name floating underneath the image.

“Now to announce the name of our first-year student,” said Night Soldier. He unfolded the blue slip and said, “And Joey’s first-year challenger will be—”

Night Soldier stopped speaking. He stared at the blue slip as if unable to believe his eyes. Joey glanced at him but did not lean over to look at the slip, though it was obvious he was very confused about Night Soldier’s abrupt silence.

Joey wasn’t the only confused student. It seemed like every student in the audience was confused—and maybe a bit worried—that Night Soldier had yet to announce the name of the first-year student who would fight Joey. I rubbed my hands together anxiously, wondering what the blue slip said and why it shocked Night Soldier so much.

Finally, Night Soldier shook his head and looked at the audience with an odd look on his face. “Well, this is certainly unexpected. According to this slip, the first-year challenger to Joey is none other than Ashley Carrie Jason.”

As soon as Night Soldier said that, a holographic image of my face appeared above the stage next to the one showing Joey’s name and face.

But I paid no attention to that because as soon as I heard my name spoken, I knew I was going to die, even if this duel was not to the death.


CHAPTER FIVE

 

I sat there in my seat, frozen, as one of the spotlights landed on me. I raised a hand over my eyes to protect them from the bright light, which I wished wouldn’t focus on me. It seemed like every single student in the Auditorium was looking at me. That included Jake, who looked more than a little jealous at not being chosen, and Barrett, who looked very interested for some reason.

Dang it. Why was everyone looking at me? Who’s bright idea was it to put my name in whatever stupid process they used to determine who was going to fight Joey? And why did it have to be Joey? There were five other fourth-year students who I didn’t have a stupid crush on. Why couldn’t I fight any of them?

“Ashley?” said Night Soldier, his loud voice sounding even louder now for some reason. “Miss Jason? Will you please make your way down from your seat to the stage? We can’t start the Neo-Duel without you.”

Every nerve in my body was screaming at me to either stay still or get up and run away. But I didn’t listen to my nerves or instincts. I just rose from my seat and made my way past my jealous-looking brother. I could feel Barrett’s eyes on me as well, but I didn’t pay him any attention. I was too busy trying to figure out how this was happening.

As I walked down the aisle, feeling like I was walking both too quickly and too slowly, I overheard some of the other students muttering among themselves about me:

“… Jason? Is she Bolt’s daughter?”

“No one told me Bolt’s daughter was going to attend the Academy!”

“What kind of powers do you think she has? Think she can fly like her dad or shoot ice like her mom?”

“Who cares? If she’s a first-year, then Joey’s gonna wipe the floor with her even if she can bench-press skyscrapers.”

That last sentence was probably the most accurate description of what would happen once I got on stage and started my duel with Joey. Although I had some combat training from my parents, the truth was that I wasn’t much of a fighter and hadn’t been in a real fight against another super before today.

But honestly, I didn’t care if I won or lost. Because if I used my powers too much, I risked killing myself.

I reached the stage far too quickly for my tastes, taking my spot on Night Soldier’s left. Up close, Night Soldier was really tall, even taller than Joey. He immediately turned to face me and whispered, “I’m sorry, Ashley. I don’t know how your name got in there. We’ll figure it out, but you will be safe. Okay?”

I bit my lip but nodded. Night Soldier knew about my condition and yet he was going to have me fight Joey anyway? Even if this duel wasn’t to the death, that still made me angry with him.

Joey, for his part, just looked confused when Night Soldier spoke to me. He also looked a little uncertain, as if he wasn’t so sure he should be doing this or if he had done something wrong. My stomach twisted at the obvious guilt on Joey’s face. It wasn’t his fault that we got paired up. It was the fault of whoever was in charge of picking our names out of a hat or however they determined which kids should beat each other up for the amusement of the rest of the school.

Night Soldier rested one hand on Joey’s shoulder and one hand on my shoulder. His grip was firm and was probably supposed to make me feel safer, but all it did was emphasize the fact that I wasn’t supposed to be here.

And now that I was on stage, my nervousness and anxiety went through the roof. I could clearly see the faces of every student and teacher in the Academy. Under the spotlights above, I felt increasingly hot, especially in the face. I didn’t recognize most of the faces before me yet almost every student and teacher not only knew who I was, but also who my parents were, too. The only faces I knew were Jake’s—who was now standing on his seat to see me better—and Barrett’s, but they were both in the back and were hard to see from here, especially with the spotlights shining in my eyes.

“All right, then,” said Night Soldier, clearly trying to act as natural as possible, “we now have our randomly chosen first-year and fourth-year students! Joey, Ashley, if you would both stand behind the red lines on the stage, please.”

“Huh?” I said, looking at Night Soldier. “Red lines—?”

I looked over my shoulder and saw two red lines about twenty feet apart from each other on the stage. I hadn’t noticed them before when I first got up here, but I guess they were easy to miss.

“Yes,” said Night Soldier, taking his hands off our shoulders. “Please stand behind the red lines until the Duel starts.”

Feeling like I was walking to the electric chair, I nonetheless took my place behind my red line. Joey stood behind his and turned to face me. He smiled, obviously trying to help me feel calm, but his handsome smile just reminded me of the bad situation I was in. I didn’t want to harm him and I didn’t want to harm myself, either. Yet there was a good chance I would do both. Given my condition, however, I was more likely to harm myself than Joey.

Night Soldier stood in between us, holding the microphone in his hand. He looked like he wasn’t very happy with this situation, either, yet despite being the Headmaster, he apparently decided to just go along with it instead of calling for a recount or something. “All right! Before we begin, I want to lay out a few rules and guidelines. First off, no killing or maiming, as I’ve already said. Second, try to avoid damaging the stage too much. Three, don’t worry about the audience. They are protected by a state of the art energy barrier that can’t be broken. See?”

Night Soldier tossed a penny at the crowd. The penny bounced harmlessly off the barrier. That made me feel a little better, but not by much. I was more concerned about harming myself than the students or stage, which Night Soldier didn’t seem to realize for some reason.

“The Neo-Duel will end after fifteen minutes,” Night Soldier continued. “If there is no clear winner before the fifteen minutes are up, the winner will be decided via coinflip. It can end sooner, however, if one of you surrenders or loses.”

Joey nodded, looking unsurprised by these rules. Me, though, I found the idea of fighting for fifteen minutes horrifying. I could already feel my body getting ill just from the thought of it.

Dang it, why was I chosen? Why do I literally have the worst luck in the world?

“And one final thing,” Night Soldier said. “Usage of your powers is perfectly acceptable. But you don’t need to use your powers if you don’t want to.”

Night Soldier said that while looking at me. I wondered if that was Night Soldier’s way of letting me know I didn’t need to overexert myself. That really wasn’t as comforting as he seemed to think it was, though, because my powers were probably the only way to keep me safe from Joey. I just wish I knew what his powers were. Then I’d be able to know exactly how much pain I was going to be in.

“With that out of the way, let the countdown begin,” said Night Soldier, stepping backward and leaving empty space between me and Joey. “And remember to fight honorably and have fun.”

As soon as Night Soldier said that, a holographic ten-second timer appeared in the air overhead. The timer began counting down to zero. Coincidentally, my anxiety rose with every second that passed. I looked at Joey, but he just stood with his hands in his pockets. He didn’t look even remotely worried, even though he was as ignorant of my powers as I was of his.

Somehow, seeing Joey so calm and collected made me calm down a little, too. Still wished I wasn’t here, but if Joey was calm, then maybe things were going to be okay after all.

Then the timer hit zero, my anxiety shot through the roof, and Night Soldier declared, “Let the Neo-Duel begin!”


CHAPTER SIX

 

Joey and I stared each other down, not moving an inch. Joey seemed to be sizing me up, probably waiting for me to make the first move so he could come up with a way to counter my powers.

But I didn’t want to be here and I wasn’t going to make the first move. Nothing wrong with taking the initiative, but just the thought of using my powers was enough to make me freeze. I knew how I’d feel after I used my powers and I was not looking forward to the time I’d have to spend in whatever counts as the hospital around here.

I couldn’t say how I looked to the audience, but Joey seemed perfectly at ease as usual. His usual brilliant smile was almost enough to calm my nerves. Maybe this would be quick and painless.

Then Joey said, in a low whisper of a voice that only I could hear, “Don’t expect me to go easy on you just because you’re a first-year.”

Without warning, Joey split into three clones of himself. The three clones quickly surrounded me, forming a loose triangle and making it impossible for me to run away. My head whipped back and forth as I tried to look at every clone at once, but I still didn’t use my powers just yet.

“What the—?” I said. “Clones?”

The clones smirked and the one to my left said, “You’re clearly a smart girl, Ashley. I’m sure you can figure out my powers on your own.”

I bit my lower lip. Joey might have been a gentleman, but it was clear to me that he was also a bit of a wise guy. That was fine. I could handle a handsome snarky dude. Although his vague answer also left me frustrated. I guess I really couldn’t expect him to go easy on me.

As if in answer to my thoughts, one of the Joey clones rushed toward me. He swung a fist at my face, forcing me to jump out of the way to avoid the blow. Rolling to my feet, I lashed out with a kick at the off-balance clone, expecting to feel my foot connect with his stomach and knock him down.

To my shock, however, my foot passed harmlessly through the Joey clone’s body, causing the clone to disappear into thin air. The momentum of my kick caused me to fall over onto my side and bump my head against the wooden stage.

“Good job, Ashley,” said another one of the Joey clones, clapping his hands. “Although you didn’t get the real me, you showed good reflexes by avoiding my attack. Noticed, however, that you didn’t use your powers.”

Rising to my feet, I said, “Maybe I don’t need to use my powers to defeat you.”

Joey raised an interested eyebrow. “That would be quite the accomplishment, given how I’m the best fourth year student in the school. But tell me, have you figured out what my powers are yet?”

I furrowed my eyebrows. “Some kind of cloning, maybe? But why did your clone disappear if that’s the—”

A sudden blow to the back of the head knocked me off my feet again. Dazed, I looked over my shoulder to see one of Joey’s clones standing above me with his fist raised.

“Sorry,” said Joey, though he didn’t look sorry. “Might want to pay more attention to your surroundings and less to my questions.”

Joey kicked me, but I rolled out of the way in time and back onto my feet. I kicked at him again, but Joey jumped back out of my reach, causing me to stagger and stumble once more.

“You’ve forced me to use my powers several times already,” Joey observed. “Let’s see if I can make you use yours.”

I shook my head. “Trust me, you really don’t want to see my powers.”

Joey chuckled. “Actually, I do. Let’s put you somewhere where you will be forced to use your powers.”

Joey waved his hand again. My surroundings abruptly changed. One moment I was standing in the Auditorium of the Academy, with over a thousand students, plus teachers and staff, watching my duel with Joey.

The next, I found myself standing in a hot, humid jungle that was completely unfamiliar to me. Tall, thick trees towered over me on every side, their huge leaves blocking out most of the sunlight. The muddy ground squished loudly under my feet and I heard the call of some kind of exotic bird somewhere in the distance. Vines crisscrossed overhead, while a huge, disgusting bug that looked like a beetle flew inches away from my face, making me jump backward in shock, my shoes squelching in the mud. The stench of wet plants and mud filled my nostrils and made me blanch.

“Huh?” I said, looking around at my surroundings. “Where am I? Did you teleport me here, Joey?”

“Not quite teleportation, Ash,” said Joey’s voice, which seemed to come from everywhere at once, “but close enough that your mind can’t tell the difference.”

“My mind—?” I said. “What does that mean?”

“As I said, you’re a smart girl,” said Joey. “You can figure it out yourself. Although you’d better do it soon. That kitty doesn’t look very nice.”

Kitty—?

A deep, bone-rattling growl echoed behind me. Frozen in place, I looked over my shoulder and felt what little courage I had left disappear like smoke in the wind.

The largest tiger I’d ever seen in my life stood in the shadows between two especially large and twisted trees on the other side of the clearing. The tiger’s massive tail swung back and forth while its golden eyes peered at me hungrily. Its mouth was already stained with blood, which, combined with the stench of mud and wet fur, almost made me gag. Its paws were the size of dinner plates while its legs looked as strong as pistons.

I’d seen a tiger once before when my family went to a local zoo when I was six. The tiger I’d seen there had seemed huge to six-year-old me, but this tiger easily dwarfed that tiger twice over. And it looked far hungrier for human flesh, too.

The tiger growled again and stepped forward. Hearing its growl snapped me out of my fear, but rather than fight the tiger, I backed away as fast as I could. I wasn’t really thinking rationally about how I was going to escape the tiger. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I considered climbing up one of the trees, but mostly I was just thinking about putting as much distance between me and the tiger as possible.

Because I wasn’t watching where I was going, I tripped over something on the ground and fell on my butt, splashing into a mud puddle and getting icky, dirty mud all over my clothes. Startled, I looked down and saw that I had tripped over an exposed tree root sticking up out of the ground. Even worse, my foot had somehow got caught in the root and no matter how much I tugged at it I couldn’t free my foot.

The tiger must have realized I was trapped. It growled softly again before it started stalking toward me. Even in my fear, I thought it looked an awful lot like my old cat, Tash, before he died.

Just bigger, hungrier, and a whole lot less friendly.

Regardless, I resumed trying to pull my leg free even as the tiger drew closer and closer. Unfortunately, my foot was caught in the root in a really awkward position and the root itself almost seemed to be growing around my ankle like it was trying to ensnare me. Once again, I found myself wondering what kind of powers Joey had that let him put me in a literal jungle where I was in danger of getting eaten alive by a tiger.

Speaking of getting eaten alive, the tiger sprang toward me when it was less than ten feet away. Its long body sailed through the air toward me, its mouth open and showing off its huge maw of razor-sharp teeth and its thick claws extended toward me.

I had no choice. Although I didn’t want to use my powers, I knew that if I didn’t use them now I would definitely die. That tiger was not going to spare me just because I didn’t want to use my powers.

With a yell, I thrust my hands forward. A spear made of solid light exploded from the ground by my side and stabbed the tiger in the chest. The tiger impaled itself on the spear and exploded into a cloud of smoke, leaving no trace that the tiger had been there at all aside from the heavy footprints in the mud.

Startled, I stared at the solid light spear I’d summoned and said, “What the—”

“Ah,” said Joey’s voice, which sounded like it came from right behind me. “I see what your powers are now, although I don’t see why you were so hesitant to use them.”

Without warning, the jungle vanished. I found myself sitting on the wooden stage again underneath the bright, hot spotlights overhead. Blinking rapidly, I looked over my shoulder to see Joey standing behind me, his arms folded in front of his chest.

That was when I realized that my solid light spear was still active. I quickly dismissed it and rose to my feet, backing away from Joey as quickly as I could. I felt my chest and was relieved that I didn’t feel the usual stabbing feeling I normally felt when I used my powers. Of course, I only used my powers once. If I kept using them, things could get ugly.

“Were you trying to kill me with your tiger?” I said in frustration. “That thing was so real.”

Joey smiled apologetically. “Sorry. Truthfully, you were never in any real danger of getting killed. After all, the tiger wasn’t real, although I suppose it was a convincing illusion.”

I blinked. “Illusion? Is that what your powers are?”

“Pretty much,” said Joey. He held up his palms. “I can conjure incredibly realistic illusions that can fool even the most well-trained senses. It’s not as flashy as being able to lift buildings or fly like an airplane, but it’s useful, as you’ve seen.”

I gulped. His illusions were so realistic, yet he acted like it was no big deal. If this was the kind of training the Academy put its students through, it was no surprise that the Academy was the best superhero school in the country. “Your illusions are a little too real if you ask me.”

“Sorry,” said Joey. “But you have fast reflexes and … interesting powers. Solid light constructs? Perhaps ones that require a light source to work? I noticed you didn’t actually make the light yourself.”

I bit my lower lip, amazed that he had figured out my power’s limits just by looking. Joey was smart.

But I said, with a slight smirk, “I’m going to repeat something a very handsome guy told me not too long ago: You’re a smart guy. Figure it out yourself.”

Joey chuckled. “Words of wisdom indeed. But I need more data before I can come to any final conclusions about your powers. Let’s see how you handle dealing with multiple enemies at once.”

Joey waved his hands again and this time, over a dozen Joey clones—no, illusions—appeared on the stage around me. Evidently, the other students must be able to see them, too, because I heard cheering from the crowd and at least one student near the stage yell, “Oh, boy! Here comes his finishing move.”

Joey tapped his chin thoughtfully. “You clearly don’t like fighting, but you are willing to use your powers to defend yourself if necessary. If I can keep forcing you to use your powers, maybe I can finally figure out why you’re so afraid of them.”

I smiled. “I already know which one of you is the real Joey. Your illusions can’t hurt—”

Without warning, my world became black as midnight and I felt like I was floating in the sky. Startled, I began flapping my arms instinctively, trying not to fall, only for the darkness to disappear a second later. I found myself standing on the stage back in the auditorium, feeling bewildered and confused by the sudden change in environment again.

It looked like nothing had changed. The dozen Joeys all stood around me in the same positions from before, though now they were all carrying identical swords. They pointed their swords at me as one, wearing triumphant smiles on their face.

“Now, Ashley,” said one of the Joeys to my right, “can you tell—”

“—which one of us—”

“—is the real Joey?” a Joey behind me finished.

Dang it. Joey had apparently taken the time I was trapped in darkness to trade places with one of his illusions. A clever move to force me to use my powers to defend myself. I wondered where Joey had gotten that sword from. Maybe it was an illusion, too, but I couldn’t count on that for sure. I just wish there was some way to tell which Joey was real and which wasn’t.

Without warning, the dozen Joeys rushed toward me, swords raised high above their heads. They ran quickly and left me no room to dodge, duck, or escape.

Which left me with only one option: Attack.

I thrust my hands out in every direction and channeled the light around me to form a dozen solid light spears. A stabbing sensation throbbed in my chest, making me gasp and break into a sweat.

Still, the abundance of light from the spotlights above—necessary for me to make my constructs at all—lessened the pain somewhat. All twelve of Joey’s illusions ran straight into the spears and impaled themselves. All of them looked shocked as my spears impaled their chests and they vanished into puffs of smoke just like the tiger.

But I didn’t feel triumphant at defeating the illusions. Because if all of them had been illusions, then where was the real Joey?

I heard the sound of a shoe scraping against the wooden floor and whirled around to see Joey’s sword coming down at me. Without thinking, I summoned a sword made of solid light in my hand and blocked his blade. It hit me hard, however, forcing me down from the sheer impact of the blow.

“Again, your reflexes are fast,” said Joey. “But based on your shocked expression, I can tell you didn’t realize I wasn’t hiding among my illusions at all. Don’t worry. It’s one of my better tricks and the fact that you were able to block my finishing move at all is impressive.”

I gritted my teeth. I would have responded, but the stabbing feeling in my chest grew worse and it took all of my strength just to stand and hold back Joey’s sword. Joey was much stronger than he appeared and it took a lot of effort on my part to hold him back. Sooner or later, though, he would overpower me, which meant I needed to end this battle quick before my condition ended it for me.

With a grunt, I focused on the area just behind Joey’s head. A second solid light construct—a hammer—appeared and smacked him in the back of his head. Joey lost his balance from the blow and stopped pressing down on me, allowing me to push him back. Joey staggered and stumbled backward, even dropping his sword.

This was my chance to go in for the kill. I took a step toward Joey, but the stabbing sensation in my heart exploded and I cried out. My sword and hammer disappeared and I fell to my hands and knees. Panting hard, I clutched my chest, feeling that horribly familiar stabbing sensation rising within me.

“Ashley?” said Joey, looking at me with a worried expression on his face. “Are you all right?”

Wiping the sweat off my brow, I stood up shakily. “Y-Yes, I am. Now let’s finish—”

The stabbing pain in my chest suddenly rippled across my body, causing me to cry out in pain and instantly collapse onto the stage. I was out cold before my head hit the wooden floor and the last thing I remembered hearing was Joey’s voice calling out my name in horror.


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Sis … Sis, please wake up … Mom and Dad are gonna be really angry if you don’t …”

The voice talking to me sounded familiar, yet I couldn’t quite place it. My whole world was endless darkness and shadow. I felt like I was floating along on top of a river gently taking me who-knows-where. Frankly, all I wanted to do was rest. I didn’t care what the voice was saying or why it was telling me to wake up. Blissful sleep was the only thing I wanted to—

Something solid smacked my forehead and my eyes flung open. I was briefly blinded by the lights on the ceiling overhead, although I no longer felt like I was floating on a river anymore. Instead, I felt a soft mattress underneath me and thick, warm blankets on top of me. Blinking rapidly, I looked around at my surroundings, wondering where I was.

I was lying in a bed in a hospital room. I was hooked up to some kind of medical machine that showed my vitals, which didn’t look too good to my untrained eye. A painting of a swan swimming through a lake hung on the wall opposite my bed, while a window to my right gave me a glimpse of the Academy campus outside. The room smelled vaguely of antiseptic, although there was a hint of roses in the air as well.

“You’re awake!” said the voice beside me. “Took you long enough.”

Blinking, I looked to my left and saw Jake sitting in a chair beside my bed. He was smiling at me triumphantly, looking quite pleased with himself for waking me up.

“Jake?” I said, blinking weakly. “What happened? Where am I? How did I end up in the hospital?”

“This isn’t the hospital,” said Jake. “This is the Academy’s Healing Touch Clinic. It’s where injured and sick students and faculty go to get healed, take their meds, and other stuff.”

“Academy—?” Suddenly, I remembered everything that happened before I lost consciousness. I clutched my chest. A sense of relief washed over me when I felt my heart beating painlessly. “Thank God.”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “For what?”

I opened my mouth to explain, but then the door to the room swung open and three people walked inside. One of them was Night Soldier, still wearing his costume. The other was a short, balding black man wearing a white lab coat, thick glasses perched on his nose as he spoke with Night Soldier. And the third was an elderly woman who, based on her white uniform with a red cross on the hat, had to be the Clinic’s nurse.

“…Why didn’t you tell me that Ashley was randomly chosen to fight Joey?” said the black man as he and Night Soldier entered the room. “You know her condition. You could have killed her.”

“I didn’t think Joey would push her that far,” Night Soldier said, “and it wasn’t my fault her name ended up in the system. I certainly didn’t put it there.”

“Would you two stop yelling at each other?” said the nurse, forcing herself in between Night Soldier and the scientist and shooting them both death glares. “My patient needs rest, not your squabbling.”

“We’re not squabbling, Irma,” said the scientist irritably. “This is about Ashley’s health and safety, which no one here is taking as seriously as they should.”

“Are you implying that we don’t care about our students, Dean?” said Night Soldier, glaring over the top of Irma’s head at the scientist. “For your sake, I hope you are not.”

Dean? As in, Dean Hernandez? I looked at the scientist more closely. He definitely looked like Dean Hernandez, although he didn’t seem to notice me yet.

“I am just saying that we knew about Ashley’s condition and promised to her parents that we wouldn’t push her too much,” said Professor Hernandez in annoyance. “Once Bolt hears about this, how do you think he will react to learning that we almost got his daughter killed before she took her first class?”

“Wait, you know Dad?” said Jake, causing the three adults to stop arguing with each other and look at us. “Who are you and why do you act like you know what happened to my sister?”

I rubbed my forehead in exasperation. I already knew the answers to those questions, but forgot that Jake had not been with us when Professor Hernandez came to visit me and my parents when we decided to go to the Academy. Naturally, he wouldn’t recognize Professor Hernandez the way I did, though I suppose we were going to have to get their attention at some point anyway. Might as well do it now.

The adults looked at Jake in confusion for a moment, but then Professor Hernandez looked at me and smiled in relief. “Ashley, you’re awake. How do you feel? Can you talk?”

I gulped, my mouth feeling dry. “Yes, but I’m very thirsty.”

“Don’t worry,” said Irma, “I’ll go get you a cup of water. But you two, don’t stress her too much while I’m away. Got it?”

Even though both Night Soldier and Professor Hernandez were clearly bigger and stronger than Irma, they nodded quickly and without argument. Irma then left the room, leaving me, Jake, Night Soldier, and Professor Hernandez alone in the healing room together.

Professor Hernandez adjusted his bow tie. “Sorry for arguing in front of you, Ashley. I hope we didn’t wake you.”

I shook my head. “No, I was already awake when you guys entered the room. I’m actually glad you’re here because I was wondering why you didn’t meet me at orientation like we agreed.”

“Sis, you know this scientist guy?” said Jake, jerking a thumb at Professor Hernandez. “Who is he and where did you meet him?”

Professor Hernandez looked at Jake and nodded. “Ah, you must be Jake, Ashley’s younger brother. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Professor Dean Hernandez, the Professor of Neogenetics here at the Academy, and I’m going to help cure Ashley of her condition. Assuming, of course, she isn’t allowed to needlessly endanger her life.”

Professor Hernandez said that without looking at Night Soldier, but it was obvious he was referring to our Neo-Duel. Night Soldier pursed his lips but didn’t say anything. Guess Night Soldier didn’t want to make a scene in front of Jake and me.

“Oh, yeah,” said Jake. “I remember Dad telling me that’s why we were sending Ashley to the Academy. Can you really cure her, prof?”

“Not yet,” Professor Hernandez said with a shake of his head, “but that’s why she’s here. I will be able to study her DNA and body to see if I can discover a cure for her condition. First, though, I need to know how Ashley feels.”

I gripped my blanket tightly. “I feel … fine, Professor. Almost back to normal, in fact.”

“Good,” said Professor Hernandez. “It was a close one there for a while. When Roger took you to the clinic, I was told your vital signs were dangerously low, especially your heart rate.”

I looked at Night Soldier in surprise. “You personally took me to the Clinic?”

“Yes,” said Night Soldier with a nod. “As soon as you fell unconscious, I took you to the Clinic right away. Luckily, the Clinic isn’t very far from the Auditorium, so I got you there in no time at all.”

“Even so, if Roger had been just a few seconds late—” Professor Hernandez was interrupted when Irma entered the room again with a cup of water in her hands.

“Here is your water, dear,” said Irma, walking over to my bed and handing me a cup of water. “Drink up and don’t be afraid to let me know if you need anything else.”

I nodded as I took the water and sipped it, the cool liquid wonderfully refreshing on my parched lips and throat. “Thanks, nurse. I don’t need anything else at the moment, but I’ll let you know if I do.”

Irma smiled when I said that, but then Night Soldier stepped forward and said, “Irma, could you give us some privacy? We have some important things to discuss with Ashley and we would prefer to do it in private.”

“Fine,” said Irma. Then she shot a death glare at Night Soldier and Professor Hernandez. “But if either of you stresses her out too much, you’ll be my next patients.”

With that, Irma walked out of the room and slammed the door behind her a little too hard. Her footsteps could be heard as she stomped through the hallway outside, clearly not happy about the presence of Night Soldier and Professor Hernandez in her Clinic.

Night Soldier sighed in relief when Irma left and said, in an offhanded way, “You know, Irma scares me sometimes.”

“Why?” said Jake. “Does she have super cool powers that she can use to attack you or something?”

“No, she’s a normal,” said Night Soldier.

“A normal woman who has a very advanced understanding of human anatomy and illness and disease,” said Professor Hernandez with a gulp. “Not that she would ever use that knowledge to hurt people who annoyed her, but there’s a reason everyone on campus respects her.”

I grimaced and looked at the door. Irma had definitely seemed like a tough lady, but I didn’t realize she didn’t even have any powers. Maybe that was why she had to be tough. I couldn’t imagine what it must be like to have to treat students and teachers who could fly, shoot fireballs from their hands, and such every day. It made me glad that I was one of her patients, though, and not the target of her wrath, at least at the moment.

“She’s a normal but she works here?” said Jake, narrowing his eyes. “I thought everyone who worked here has powers.”

Professor Hernandez raised a finger. “It’s really only the faculty that have powers. Janitors, nurses, and various other service personnel—the men and women who keep this place running, in other words—are usually normals, though there are a few supers among them.”

“What kind of powers do you have, prof?” said Jake. He scratched his head. “You don’t look very tough, so you probably don’t have super strength—”

“Jake,” I said firmly, “be politer to Professor Hernandez.”

“It’s fine, Ashley,” said Professor Hernandez with a wave of his hand. “I’ve never thought of myself as a tough guy anyway. I’m actually the only member of the school faculty who doesn’t have any sort of powers at all. I’m a normal, in other words.”

Jake raised a puzzled eyebrow, but I wasn’t surprised. Having already met Professor Hernandez before, I knew that he was the first, and so far only, normal to become a teacher at the Academy. And he had gotten his position because he was the best neogeneticist in the world.

“If you’re a normal, how are you supposed to teach us how to become superheroes?” said Jake skeptically. “Isn’t that why we’re all here?”

“True, I’m no superhero myself,” Professor Hernandez admitted, “but you come to the Academy to do more than merely learn how to punch bad guys. Understanding your genetics is crucial, especially nowadays given the known differences in biology between superhumans and normals. As I’ve been studying the subject for years, I am the most qualified to teach it.”

“He’s one of our best teachers,” said Night Soldier, slapping Professor Hernandez on the shoulder, almost knocking Professor Hernandez over from the blow. “Although it took a while to convince the Board to let us hire a normal, didn’t it, Dean?”

“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez in a voice that told me he didn’t like to think about it, “yes, it did.”

Curious, I considered asking him about the circumstances surrounding his employment but decided against it. I wasn’t really interested in learning about how Professor Hernandez got hired here and it didn’t sound like it was something he wanted to discuss, anyway. I was more interested in finding out how he could help me because Professor Hernandez was the whole reason I was even here in the first place.

Thinking about that made me look at Professor Hernandez and say, “I thought you were supposed to meet us in the Auditorium parking lot, but we didn’t see you anywhere when our parents dropped us off.”

Professor Hernandez gulped and adjusted his glasses, clearly avoiding my gaze. “Er, I accidentally slept in this morning and missed orientation. I was staying up late last night researching something and fell asleep before I knew it. I didn’t wake up until Night Soldier called me and told me about your collapse.”

I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “What were you researching last night?”

“Just a side project,” said Professor Hernandez vaguely. “It’s not important. What’s important is that I have something that might help you deal with your condition.”

“My condition?” I said. “You mean—”

“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez, nodding. “Hernandez’s Disease … the incurable superhuman genetic disorder with a zero percent chance of survival.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

So that’s what it’s called?” said Jake, looking from me to Professor Hernandez and back again. “Hernandez’s Disease?”

“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez, nodding. He looked at Jake curiously. “How come you didn’t know its proper name until now? You’re Ashley’s brother.”

“I know,” said Jake with a shrug, “but I just never thought to ask about it. We always just called it Ashley’s condition. I didn’t even know it had a name.”

I brushed back some of my long brown hair. “It’s true that we don’t usually refer to it by name, but I’m pretty sure Jake’s heard it before. He’s just not a very good listener.”

“Hey!” said Jake, pouting and folding his arms in front of his chest. “I’m a good listener. You just have to be saying something worth listening to is all.”

Before I could argue with my brother about that, Professor Hernandez spoke up. “Well, now you know its proper name. Knowing the proper names of things is always helpful, especially when dealing with diseases in medicine.”

Jake scratched his chin in thought. “Wait a second. Your last name is Hernandez and Ashley’s condition is called Hernandez’s Disease …”

“It was named after my father, Nathanial Hernandez, who was the first to discover it,” Professor Hernandez explained. He smiled at Jake. “But don’t worry. Everyone makes that mistake because my father and I are the only two neogeneticists with that last name. Makes it a bit annoying, especially when certain supers try to blame us for it like we invented the disorder instead of discovering it.”

“When was it first discovered?” said Jake. He looked at me. “Didn’t you tell me it was discovered, like, ten years ago or something?”

I shook my head. “Actually, the first case was documented fifteen years ago when I was one-year-old.”

“Oh,” said Jake. “I thought you told me it was discovered ten years ago.”

“No, I didn’t,” I said. I looked at Professor Hernandez and Night Soldier helplessly. “See what I mean about not listening?”

“You told me that, like, a long time ago,” said Jake. “Can’t expect me to remember every little thing you tell me.”

“I told you last week,” I said. “It wasn’t that long ago.”

Jake shrugged. “Whatever, sis.”

Professor Hernandez just smiled, apparently amused by our feuding. “Your sister is correct. My father discovered the first known case of Hernandez’s Disease in 2019 in Des Moines, Iowa. It was a superhuman teenager who called himself Ricochet, who first reported the symptoms to my dad when he was visiting Des Moines on a research trip. Since then, ten other cases have been identified over the years, including your sister, Ashley.”

“What’s happened to all of those people who came down with the disease?” Jake asked. “Have any of them survived?”

I froze when Jake asked that question. I already knew the answer, having talked about it with Professor Hernandez before and done my own research on it. But I had forgotten that Jake really didn’t know much about Hernandez’s Disease. That was mostly because he never went with me and my parents to the various hospital visits I went to over the last year or so, nor had he ever shown curiosity about it.

Even so, I felt my heart sink into my stomach when Professor Hernandez said, “No. Of the eleven known cases, not a single patient has ever lived past the age of twenty-one, with one even dying as young as thirteen.”

“Twenty-one?” Jake repeated in horror. He looked at me with fear in his eyes. “But sis, you’re sixteen. That means—”

“I might have only five years left to live, yes,” I said, nodding. “I already know this. Sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. Dad and Mom told me not to tell you so you wouldn’t worry.”

Jake ran a hand through his hair. “That’s crazy. Twenty-one, but thirteen’s even worse. I’m thirteen, for Pete’s sake.”

“Don’t worry, Jake,” Professor Hernandez said. “Hernandez’s Disease only shows up when your powers start to manifest. I’ve spoken to your parents since your powers manifested last year and they told me you haven’t reported any of the symptoms of Hernandez’s Disease. So, unlike your sister, you are probably safe.”

Jake suddenly scooted his chair away from my bed. “But what if it’s contagious? I sat next to my sis for the entire trip from Texas. Does that mean—”

“Jake, it’s not contagious,” I said in annoyance. “It’s a genetic disorder, not the common cold.”

“Genetic disorder?” Jake repeated. “If it’s a genetic disorder, then why is it called Hernandez’s Disease?”

“Because that’s easier for most people to spell and say than Hernandez’s Genetic Disorder,” said Professor Hernandez. “The symptoms of Hernandez’s Disease are various, but the chief symptom is feeling pain in your heart—and sometimes other parts of your body—when using your powers too much.”

Jake scratched the back of his head. “I think I remember Dad telling me that. Isn’t that why sis can’t really use her powers? Because it would hurt her too much?”

“Yep,” I said, rubbing my chest. “I used my powers too much against Joey earlier, hence why I lost consciousness. Speaking of Joey, how is he doing?”

“He’s fine,” said Night Soldier with a nod. “He was very concerned when you collapsed on the stage all of a sudden. He even helped me get you to the Clinic and asked me to tell him when you’re awake and feeling better.”

My heart fluttered at Night Soldier’s description of how Joey helped me. I suddenly didn’t want to leave my bed anymore and hoped that Joey would come to visit me sometime before I was released from the Clinic. Specifically, I hoped he would visit me when Jake, Night Soldier, and Professor Hernandez weren’t here and I was all by myself. That would be nice.

“Who cares about Joey?” said Jake. He pointed at Professor Hernandez. “You’re the scientist. How come Ashley hurts herself whenever she uses her powers? I always feel great whenever I use mine.”

Professor Hernandez nodded. “Yes, but have you ever asked yourself why you feel great? Why, even when you are running at one hundred miles per hour, it doesn’t do much more than maybe leave you feeling a little exhausted afterward?”

“I always thought it’s cause I was born that way,” said Jake, scratching his cheek. “Like asking how normals can walk without hurting themselves. Just a natural part of who I am.”

Professor Hernandez, however, shook his head. “It’s not quite the same. While superpowers are indeed genetic, human bodies were not designed to handle lifting ten tons over their head, fly through the sky like a bullet, or run at a hundred miles an hour with their bare feet. Any normal human being exposed to that kind of pressure would inevitably kill themselves, and quite messily as well.”

Jake frowned. I could tell the gears in his mind were starting to turn, although I, of course, was already familiar with this explanation. Even so, I thought it was good for Professor Hernandez to tell Jake. If Jake and I were going to spend the next four years of our lives here at the Academy, then he deserved to understand my condition, too.

“If that’s the case, then our bodies must have some sort of immunity to our own powers, right?” said Jake. He slapped his hands together. “Otherwise, I would have gone splat the first time I used my super speed.”

“Exactly,” said Professor Hernandez. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Glad you’re catching on. Yes, all superhumans have special genetic adaptations that allow them to use their powers without harming their bodies. Think of it as a form of DNA that modifies the human body to handle whatever stresses your power puts on it.”

“Good,” said Jake. “I’m sure the science behind that is, like, super boring.”

“It’s actually incredibly fascinating, but you’ll find that out soon enough,” said Professor Hernandez. “In any case, I think you can see what Hernandez’s Disease does.”

Jake nodded. He looked at me, a frown on his face. “Yeah, I think so. It sounds to me like Hernandez’s Disease removes those protections, right?”

“Not quite, but very close,” said Professor Hernandez with another shake of his head. “Hernandez’s Disease merely weakens said protections. It does not remove them entirely. Superhumans born with Hernandez’s Disease have weaker ‘immune systems,’ so to speak, than superhumans who aren’t.”

I, of course, already knew that, but Jake didn’t. His eyes widened as he put two and two together in his mind. “Wait a second … if a super doesn’t have those genetic protections to keep their bodies safe from their own powers, then that would mean every time they use their powers, they hurt themselves. Just like Ashley.”

“Bingo,” said Professor Hernandez. “Over time, and with repeated usage of their powers, people who suffer from Hernandez’s Disease eventually degrade their own bodies and die. In essence, superhumans with Hernandez’s Disease are slowly killing themselves every time they use their powers.”

Although I was well aware of the consequences of Hernandez’s Disease, hearing Professor Hernandez speak of it so clinically made my fists clenched more tightly around the blanket on my legs. My mind flashed back to how I felt a few hours ago during my fight with Joey and I shuddered at how close I came to death.

“So that’s why Ashley hates using her powers,” said Jake. He looked at me apologetically. “Sorry for teasing you, sis. I didn’t realize how serious your problem was.”

“It’s okay, Jake,” I said. “I’m … I’m fine.”

Obviously, I wasn’t, but I didn’t want Jake to feel guilty for no reason. He wasn’t the reason I had Hernandez’s Disease, after all. He had nothing to feel bad about or apologize for.

Jake looked at Professor Hernandez again, the gears in his mind continuing to click. “I still don’t get it entirely. Like, where does Hernandez’s Disease come from? And if it’s a genetic disorder, then how come I don’t have it? Ashley and I have the same parents. Shouldn’t we both have it?”

Professor Hernandez rubbed his temples, suddenly looking far more tired than he had even just a couple of minutes ago. “Those are excellent questions that neogeneticists all over the world are constantly debating and studying. Due to the rarity of Hernandez’s Disease, there’s a lot we don’t know about it. Even my father didn’t quite crack its secrets before he retired and he was the guy who discovered the disorder in the first place.”

“Then what’s the dominant theory about where it came from?” Jake said. “Don’t you scientist guys usually have a big theory you all agree on?”

“There are multiple theories about the origins of Hernandez’s Disease,” said Professor Hernandez, “but the current consensus is that Hernandez’s Disease may be a result of repeated, prolonged exposure to powerless gas in the parents’ youth. In effect, if your parents were exposed to a lot of powerless gas when they were young, it might have damaged their DNA. Especially young superhuman mothers who are pregnant.”

Jake and I both tensed when Professor Hernandez mentioned powerless gas. Even Night Soldier, who had been rather stoic during this entire conversation, shifted uncomfortably and gulped loudly when Professor Hernandez mentioned powerless gas.

Powerless gas was essentially a type of gas that, if inhaled by a superhuman, negated their powers temporarily. Depending on the exact amount inhaled, your powers might be negated from a few seconds to a few hours, maybe even a whole day.

In the superhuman community, powerless gas was considered exceptionally dangerous. It was the single most dangerous substance against superhumans because it rendered us powerless. Both Jake and I, despite having grown up more in the normal world than the super world, had grown up with a deep fear of the gas. It could render even the most powerful superhuman on the planet totally helpless and at the mercy of whoever sprayed them.

This, however, was the first time I’d heard Professor Hernandez’s theory. “I don’t understand. Powerless gas is scary, but it only negates your powers temporarily. It doesn’t have any long-term effects.”

“That we know of,” said Professor Hernandez, tapping the side of his head. “Remember, powerless gas hasn’t been around for more than twenty or so years. Scientists and doctors are still struggling to understand the long-term effects that repeated exposure to powerless gas can have on superhumans. I believe that one such effect is creating Hernandez’s Disease in children of said superhumans, although I’ll admit that a handful of cases didn’t have any superhuman parents involved at all. I still think it’s the most likely cause, though, based on the evidence I’ve seen.”

“Didn’t Mom and Dad get sprayed with powerless gas a lot when they were younger?” said Jake. “I know Mom has a really bad fear of it, even more than the rest of us.”

“That’s true,” said Professor Hernandez. “In fact, when your mom was still a teenager, she nearly died from a disease that she got from inhaling too much powerless gas mixed with poison. If not for your father’s actions, you two wouldn’t even exist today.”

I knew that Mom had once gotten sick from powerless gas when she was younger, but I hadn’t realized just how dangerous it had been to her health. “So you’re saying Mom is the reason I have Hernandez’s Disease.”

“Essentially,” said Professor Hernandez. He held up his hands in a placating way. “Not trying to blame your mother or anything. Just pointing out a possible cause.”

“I get it, don’t worry,” I said. “I know you wouldn’t blame my parents.”

“But why don’t I have Hernandez’s Disease, then?” said Jake. “ ‘Cause like I said, using my powers doesn’t hurt me at all.”

“It’s like I said earlier,” said Professor Hernandez, folding his arms in front of his chest, “there is still much we don’t understand about neogenetics and the various disorders which can afflict supers. Even my theory, although backed by evidence, isn’t perfect. As you observed, you don’t have Hernandez’s Disease despite having the same parents as your sister. All I can say is that this is an area where more research is required.”

Night Soldier sighed in exasperation. “You say that every time I ask you about neogenetics, Dean.”

“Because it’s true,” Professor Hernandez said with a nod. “Neogenetics is still a relatively new field of science. We’ve made a lot of progress, especially in the last fifteen years, but in comparison to other scientific fields, reliable information and hard facts are much harder to come by.”

Then Professor Hernandez looked at me and smiled. “But that’s why Ashley is here. With luck, studying her will hopefully help advance our understanding of Hernandez’s Disease and maybe even figure out a cure—or at least a treatment—for it.”

“But …” Jake bit his lower lip. “Won’t Ashley die before she turns twenty-one?”

“It’s not a firm number,” said Professor Hernandez. “It’s possible she could live past that. It also all depends on how much and how often she uses her powers.”

“Then why send her here at all?” said Jake, pointing at me. “The Academy is all about teaching kids like us how to use our powers. Wouldn’t it make more sense to study Ashley somewhere else rather than put her in a place where she might hurt herself?”

Professor Hernandez smiled. “You remember what I said earlier about having a way to help Ashley with her condition, yes? Here it is.”

Professor Hernandez pulled out a small plastic orange bottle from his coat pocket. He held up the bottle, popped open the lid, and pulled out a bright red pill from within.

I stared at the pill in confusion. “Professor, what is that?”

“This?” said Professor Hernandez. “It’s an experiment … but it might also be the cure to your condition.”


CHAPTER NINE

 

When Professor Hernandez said that, I just stared at the pill in his hand with disbelief. “A cure … for my condition? Impossible. You just said there isn’t one. There isn’t even a treatment for it.”

“There aren’t, yes,” said Professor Hernandez as he put the red pill back into the plastic bottle. “It’s not a true cure—it might not even work at all—but it might help. It’s just an experiment, one you will be helping me with.”

My hands trembled in excitement, but I didn’t want to get my hopes up just to have them destroyed. “You never mentioned a treatment to me or my parents when we visited you over the summer.”

“Actually, I did,” said Professor Hernandez. “Do you remember how I said we would be ‘experimenting’ on you? This is what I was referring to, although to be frank the pills were not quite ready when I initially spoke to you and your parents. Indeed, they still aren’t. The full side effects of the pills are not yet known, but I am confident they will help you.”

“I don’t think I like the idea of not knowing what the full side effects are,” I said. “That doesn’t sound good to me.”

“I know how it sounds, but I’ve already explained the experiment to your parents,” said Professor Hernandez. “They are okay with me giving you these pills. I even spoke to your family doctor in Silvers and got his approval. And, of course, I will be monitoring you very closely during your stay here in the Academy to make sure you will be safe while taking the pills.”

I bit my lower lip. Although I generally liked and trusted Professor Hernandez, I really wasn’t looking forward to being a guinea pig for one of his experiments. “I don’t know …”

“Why don’t you tell us what that pill actually does before you force my sis to eat it?” said Jake. “Maybe Ash will be more willing to take it if you told her what it does.”

I smiled at Jake thankfully. I should have said the same thing, but the idea of a possible cure, or even just treatment, for my condition had taken me by surprise. I wondered if that’s what Professor Hernandez had been working on last night that had kept him up so late.

“I was just about to do that,” said Professor Hernandez with a nod. He shook the bottle, causing the pills to bounce within. “I’m still working on a name, but right now I’m calling it the Super Pill. It works by targeting the parts of the brain where superpowers manifest and—”

“English, Dean,” said Night Soldier, rubbing the back of his head. “Save the scientific explanation for the classroom.”

“Okay,” said Professor Hernandez, who sounded a little bit disappointed at having to simplify his explanation. “Basically, the Super Pill reinforces your body’s natural protection against your own powers. It’s not a permanent fix or cure, but it should help.”

“Does that mean I’ll live longer than I otherwise would have if I take the Super Pill?” I asked hopefully.

“Maybe,” Professor Hernandez said. “As I said, this is an experimental medicine and I’ve never tested it on anyone before. It might not work at all. Or it might work even better than expected. Until you start taking it regularly, we won’t know for sure what kind of effects it might have on your body.”

I had basically stopped listening to Professor Hernandez when he said it would strengthen my body’s natural protection against my own powers. Hope I didn’t even know I had welled up in me like a volcano. Tears started to form at the corners of my eyes, tears I wiped away as hastily as I could.

If this Super Pill worked like Professor Hernandez said, then there was a chance I could live a normal life after all. Maybe I wouldn’t die young. Maybe I would live long enough to marry and have children. It was like a heavy burden had been lifted off my shoulders. I wondered if this was how death row inmates who got their sentence lifted felt.

I almost wanted to laugh and cry at the same time, but I kept my composure. I needed more information and I didn’t want to worry Jake or any of the others more than I already had.

As calmly as possible, I said, “So how often do I need to take it?”

“We’ll start you off once a day,” said Professor Hernandez, “preferably before bed at night, though you can take it anytime you want.”

“Sis,” said Jake, looking at me in disbelief, “you’re really going to take it?”

I looked at Jake in confusion. “Sure, why not? If it’s a choice between taking an experimental pill that may or may not work and dying, then of course I’ll take the pill. I mean, I’m going to die anyway, so might as well go with the option that has a slightly lower chance of me dying, right?”

“I … I guess,” said Jake. “I dunno. I just think turning yourself into a science experiment is a bad move.”

I chuckled. “Since when have you become so cautious all of a sudden? That isn’t very like you, Jake.”

Jake shifted in his seat. “This is different. I don’t like taking medicine in general, but experimental stuff is even worse. Who knows what will happen to you?”

“I understand your concerns about your sister, Jake, but trust me, she will be perfectly safe,” said Professor Hernandez. “I’m not simply going to give her thirty days’ worth of pills and send her on her way. Ashley will have to report, in person, to me how she feels every day before bed. I will be closely monitoring her diet and exercise routines and work with her teachers to make sure she isn’t pushed too far. And if, at any time, I believe the Super Pill is hurting her more than it is helping her, I will take it away from her and never give it to her again.”

Jake still looked skeptical, which I found frustrating. Yes, I knew Jake was just concerned about my health, but he didn’t understand what it sounded like to me. It sounded like Professor Hernandez was offering me the key to life itself. For over a year now I’d been anxious about my health and despaired that I would ever get to have anything even remotely resembling a normal life. So when Professor Hernandez explained the Super Pill, it was like learning that I wasn’t going to be executed for a crime I didn’t commit and that I would have many decades of life ahead of me.

For the first time in a long time, I felt normal. And that was a feeling I wouldn’t trade for anything else in the world.

“The rest of the faculty has been informed of the Super Pill,” Night Soldier said. “Everyone knows Ashley will be taking the Super Pill while she is here at the Academy and all of our teachers have been trained in basic first aid to help her and any other students who might get injured or sick during class. Thus, even if Ashley has some kind of negative reaction to the Pill outside of Professor Hernandez’s class, she will still be safe.”

“As you can tell, we’ve taken nearly every precaution possible to ensure your safety while taking the Pill, Ashley,” said Professor Hernandez. “You will be perfectly safe.”

“I know,” I said. “When can I start taking it?”

“What?” said Professor Hernandez. “You want to start taking it now?”

I sat up in bed. “Sure. If it’s as good as you say it is, then I want to start taking it as soon as possible.”

“I thought you would be a bit more hesitant about taking an experimental medicine with unknown side effects,” said Professor Hernandez. “You struck me as a bit more cautious than that.”

“Normally, I am,” I said, “but if this pill is the key to having a normal life, then I want it now.”

I held out my hand when I said that. I would have gotten out of bed and snatched the bottle of pills from Professor Hernandez’s hands myself if I wasn’t still tired and exhausted from almost killing myself earlier. Even then, I considered using my light construct powers to make a hand to steal the bottle from Professor Hernandez and give it to me, though I was still hesitant about using my powers after my earlier collapse.

“All right,” said Professor Hernandez, who looked a little taken aback by my sudden eagerness, “well, I’m glad you’re excited to try it out. I will give you your first pill after you are released from the Clinic.”

Disappointment fell on me like a bucket of cold water. “What? Why not right now? I sure could use it.”

“Because you’re still recovering from your fight with Joey,” said Professor Hernandez. “Until you’re released from the Clinic, I’m not going to give you the medicine.”

“If it makes you feel better, Irma sounded like she was going to release you within the next couple of hours,” Night Soldier offered. “So you won’t have to wait much longer before you get to try it out.”

I sank into the pillows of my bed, trying not to feel too disappointed. I was usually a lot more patient than Jake, but this was the first time in a while that I didn’t want to wait even a couple of hours to get what I wanted. A couple of hours was going to feel like forever now that I knew that a possible cure for my condition was just a few feet away from me. Guess I’d just have to try to be patient like Mom always says I should be.

Jake raised a hand like he was in a classroom. “You guys said that all of the faculty know about Ashley’s condition. What about the students? Do any of them know?”

“No, they don’t,” said Night Soldier, shaking his head. “We’ve kept the student body in the dark about it to avoid … drama.”

“Drama?” said Jake. “What drama?”

I looked down at my legs. Right. I’d forgotten that Jake didn’t know the real reason I’d been so reluctant to come here and why I didn’t want any friends.

Professor Hernandez sighed and adjusted his glasses again. “Due to its rarity, Hernandez’s Disease is extremely misunderstood in the general superhuman community. Most superhumans believe it’s contagious, so superhumans suffering from Hernandez’s Disease usually end up becoming pariahs in the greater superhuman community. They face a lot of discrimination and misunderstanding from their peers, which is part of why it’s so hard to study the disorder. Most superhumans who do have it tend to keep it on the down-low to avoid drawing attention to themselves.”

“But it’s a genetic disorder, not a disease,” said Jake. “Why would anyone think they can catch it from Ashley if she coughs on them?”

“People aren’t always rational, Jake,” I said as I sipped my water cup. “People are usually afraid of things they don’t understand, even if they’re not bad things.”

“Ashley is correct,” said Night Soldier. He sighed. “Unlike most superhumans, I know that Hernandez’s Disease is not contagious. But even among the faculty, I faced some pretty intense resistance from teachers who didn’t want an ‘infected’ girl interacting with their students and ‘infecting’ them with your disease.”

I remembered what Dad said about how hard he had to work to convince the Academy to take me in. Combining Dad’s comment with Night Soldier’s comments made me realize that at least some of the teachers in the Academy didn’t want me here at all. I wondered who they were, but I guess it didn’t matter. Hopefully, they would teach me the same way they would teach any of their other students and wouldn’t let their bias get in the way of their job.

“Is that why there are rumors on campus about Ashley’s contagious disease?” said Jake.

“Rumors?” said Night Soldier. “What rumors?”

“One of the guards at the gate said there are rumors about Ashley having a contagious disease going around campus,” said Jake. “He didn’t say who he heard that from, but we thought it was weird at the time.”

Night Soldier and Professor Hernandez exchanged quick but worried looks with each other.

“I was unaware of these rumors,” said Night Soldier, looking at Jake and me again. “But thanks for letting us know. I will begin an investigation into the matter to get to the bottom of these rumors.”

“Do you think they came from one of the teachers?” I said. “You said all of the faculty know about my condition and that some of them tried to stop me from attending at all. Do you think it might be one of the teachers who opposed me attending the Academy?”

“I am not sure,” said Night Soldier, “but I’ll get to the bottom of it one way or another. If people believe that a ‘contagious’ carrier of Hernandez’s Disease is a student here at the Academy, the results could be disastrous for the school.”

“Like how disastrous are we talking about, Headmaster?” said Jake.

Night Soldier looked directly at me and Jake with a serious expression on his face. “Bad enough to destroy the Academy itself.”


CHAPTER TEN

 

After that rather ominous comment, Night Soldier left my room. He claimed that he was going to update the rest of the faculty and student body on my status now that I was doing better. That made sense to me. He was the Headmaster of the Academy, after all. He was probably super busy all the time. Honestly, it was surprising that Night Soldier had bothered to visit me in the Clinic at all. Was I that important to him?

That was something I did not understand. Why would Night Soldier allow me to attend the Academy if my presence here, if discovered, could lead to the Academy’s destruction? I didn’t want the Academy destroyed. True, I didn’t want to be here, but that didn’t mean I wanted the Academy to fall or whatever. I mean, it was named after my late grandfather, the superhero Genius, whose real name was Theodore Jason. How could I hate something that had such a deep connection to my own family history?

In any case, I never got a chance to ask Night Soldier about that because, like I said, he left afterward. Professor Hernandez stayed behind, however, and gave me a bottle of Super Pills, but told me not to take any until tonight before I went to bed. I really wanted to start taking them now, but Professor Hernandez told me that he didn’t want me even trying them until tonight. He was worried about unexpected side effects from the Pills and thought I’d be safer taking them when I was in my dorm room than somewhere else.

I listened to his orders, but it was hard not to pop open the lid and swallow one of the Pills right away. I was supposed to take one Super Pill a day before bed. I couldn’t take the Super Pill with food although I could drink water. No alcohol, drugs, operating heavy machinery, etc., while I was on it which was all fine because I didn’t do any of that stuff anyway. Professor Hernandez also gave me strict orders to visit his office every day after my last class of the day to have him take my vitals and report on how I felt during the day, as well as any side effects I noticed. If I was on a school field trip or off-campus for more than a day, I would need to call him and give him my report over the phone instead.

Professor Hernandez especially stressed that I needed to keep my daily visits to him a secret from my classmates. The cover story I would give to any students who asked was that I had a special interest in neogenetics and that I was doing extra private lessons with Professor Hernandez to build up enough credit to study neogenetics in college later on. Jake was to give anyone who asked him the same answer.

I was okay with that. I was already planning to keep my condition a secret from my classmates anyway. This story just gave me another excuse to avoid my fellow classmates and not arouse their suspicions. I thought it was pretty foolproof myself.

But I couldn’t avoid my classmates forever, unfortunately. And just as Night Soldier said, Irma released me from the Clinic a few hours later after lunch. She claimed that I was doing well enough now that I could go spend the night in my actual dorm room rather than the Clinic. Although I did feel loads better after being under her care, I still wished I could have stayed in the Clinic. I was really nervous about spending the night with a bunch of strangers who didn’t know about my condition and would reject me if they found out, even though I was really good at keeping secrets.

Nonetheless, Jake and I found ourselves following Professor Hernandez down the main stone pathway that wound through the Academy campus like a snake. The air was damp and there were water puddles and muddy spots all over the walkway, likely because it rained while I was in the Clinic. A few dark clouds lingered in the sky overhead, but most of them had dissipated by now, so it was unlikely to rain again for the rest of the day.

“Where are all of the students?” said Jake, his head whipping around as we walked. “I thought the campus would be crawling with students at this time of day. Orientation is over, right?”

“It is,” said Professor Hernandez in agreement, ducking his head underneath an overhanging tree branch from a tree planted beside the path. “But after orientation, students usually go straight to their dorms and aren’t allowed to simply wander around campus aimlessly. Students are allowed to visit some of the campus’ buildings, such as the Library, but otherwise must stay in their dorms until tomorrow, which is when the first classes start.”

Professor Hernandez gestured at the Library as we passed. Up close, it was a massive, cube-shaped building with a statue of Lady Amazon—who I recognized thanks to her distinctive sword and shield—built atop it. Through the Library’s windows, I caught glimpses of students milling about inside, though the windows were tinted too much for me to identify any of them. I wondered if Joey was in the Library or at his dorm right now. Guess I’d find out soon enough.

“Is that where you’re taking us, prof?” said Jake, increasing his pace so he was walking by Professor Hernandez’s side. “Our dorms?”

“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez. “Normally, the Top Six lead their fellow students to their respective dorm buildings after orientation. But because of Ashley’s, er, accident, you two missed out on getting to see your new dorms. That’s why I’m showing you where they are, rather than the Top Student of your dorms.”

“The Top Six?” I said hopefully. “Isn’t Joey one of the Top Six?”

“He is,” said Professor Hernandez, nodding. “The Top Six students in the Academy aren’t just the most powerful or academically-gifted students in the school. They are the leaders of their respective School Teams.”

“School Teams?” I repeated. “What do you mean?”

Professor Hernandez looked at me in surprise. “You mean you’ve never heard of the School Team System? Didn’t your parents ever tell—”

“Our parents never attended this school,” Jake interrupted. “And they didn’t mention anything about a School Team System. What is it?”

Professor Hernandez rubbed his forehead, looking a little annoyed at Jake’s interruption. Nonetheless, he said, “The School Team System is simply how the students at the Academy are organized and collected. There are six School Teams and each one has a dorm building where students in said Team stay during their time at the Academy.”

“Kind of like fraternities and sororities?” I said.

“Yes, exactly,” said Professor Hernandez, nodding eagerly as we passed an empty birdbath. “Teams are not segregated by gender, except for the dorms. Boys and girls do have separate dorms even if they are on the same Team.”

“Understandable,” I said. “So what are the Teams, then?”

“The current Teams are Team Mask, Team Cape, Team Powers, Team Secret, Team Action, and Team Justice,” Professor Hernandez listed them off like he had memorized them. “How many students are in each Team varies depending on how many students are attending the Academy in a given year, but this year you have about one hundred sixty-six students per Team and about forty-one students per year.”

“So there are only forty-one first-years per Team?” said Jake. “That’s not a lot of kids.”

“For the Academy, it is,” said Professor Hernandez, rubbing the back of his neck. “Due to how small the superhuman population is in comparison to the normal population, there aren’t that many superhuman kids. That doesn’t even take into account the fact that not every superhuman kid goes to the Academy or goes to any superhuman school at all. Blackwell Institution and Turner School have even smaller class sizes than the Academy does, for example.”

I nodded. “I see. When did the School Team System start, anyway?”

“About ten years ago,” said Professor Hernandez. “It was created in response to the increasing numbers of students attending every year. It was designed by the last Headmaster, Timestopper, who thought it would be a good way to organize the students and increase camaraderie and community among the student body. It’s been altered a few times— for example, Team Justice is the newest Team, created four years ago—but overall the system hasn’t changed very much.”

“Has it really helped organize students?” I asked. “It sounds pretty cool.”

Professor Hernandez grimaced. “Er, sort of. Each Team has its own distinct culture and sense of camaraderie and community. Unfortunately, intense rivalries also exist between the Teams and these rivalries can occasionally get out of hand, mostly because—and I mean no offense by this—superpowers and teenage hormones are a really, really bad mix.”

Given all of the shenanigans I saw teens get up to at my normal high school, I couldn’t even imagine what sort of epic pranks superpowered teenagers got up to. And by ‘epic pranks’ I meant ‘dangerous tricks that could hurt someone or even get someone killed.’

“Overall, however, you will find that the Academy has strong school spirit,” Professor Hernandez continued. “Regardless of which Team a student belongs to, every last one of them identifies as Academy first and foremost. You’d be surprised at how some of the Teams have come together to help each other in times of need. But you’ll get to experience that for yourself soon enough.”

I frowned. I wasn’t much of a school spirit person and even less of a team player. Still, it sounded like I wasn’t going to have much choice in the matter. I was worried about what might happen if everyone on my Team found out about my condition. Just had to remember my cover story and I’d be fine.

“What Team are we on?” said Jake. “I don’t remember us signing up for one.”

“Is it Joey’s Team?” I asked, trying to seem as casual about it as I could, though my heart skipped a beat when I said that.

“First off, you don’t get a choice about which Team you join,” Professor Hernandez said, holding up a finger. “You are assigned a Team by the Academy’s AI, Hector, who sifts through your applications and decides which Team each student is assigned to based on their unique skills, talents, and abilities.”

“You mean a computer tells us where to go?” said Jake. “What if we want to change Teams?”

“You can’t,” Professor Hernandez replied. “Once you are assigned to a Team, that’s it. You’re with that Team for the entire four years of your time at the Academy. You can only be transferred to another Team if the Headmaster himself approves the transfer. Otherwise, you can’t move out from your Team even if you hate your current Team.”

That made sense to me. If students could choose which Team they wanted to be in, then it would result in the most popular Teams having all of the students while the less popular Teams wouldn’t, which would totally unbalance the School Team System. Jake obviously didn’t look very happy about it, but, fortunately, he decided not to complain about it in front of Professor Hernandez.

“As for the Teams to which you have been assigned, you, Jake, have been assigned to Team Powers,” said Professor Hernandez, “while Ashley has been assigned to Team Justice.”

Jake and I came to a stop and stared at Professor Hernandez in disbelief.

“What?” I said. “You mean we weren’t assigned to the same Team? But we’re siblings.”

Professor Hernandez also stopped and looked over his shoulder at us in confusion. “What does that have to do with anything? Hector decided that you two are different enough to warrant being put in two different Teams. You two aren’t the only sibling duo in the Academy to be separated by Team, you know.”

I pulled at a loose strand of my hair nervously. Professor Hernandez may have been correct that we weren’t the only siblings to be separated here, but that wasn’t the problem. The problem was that I would spend the next four years with a bunch of strangers who didn’t know about my condition. Even worse, they were strangers who had come from a background and culture where people with my condition were shunned and hated.

Yes, I planned to keep my condition a secret, but Jake was still the only student I trusted here. Joey was hot and Barrett was nice, but I didn’t consider either of them friends and had no idea how they would react if they found out about my condition. Or how the rest of the student body would react, for that matter.

Turning away from us, Professor Hernandez said, “I’m sure you two will make friends in your Teams. And even if you aren’t on the same Team, you can still see each other every day. It will be fine. Come with me. We’re almost there.”

Jake and I exchanged uncertain looks before we resumed following Professor Hernandez. Even though Professor Hernandez knew about my condition, he didn’t seem to understand the actual reason we were worried about being separated:

How the other students would inevitably react if they learned about my condition.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

As it turned out, Team Justice and Team Powers were in separate dormitories. Team Justice’s dorms were located on the east side of the West Sector, as I learned this part of the school campus was called, while Team Powers’ dorms were located on the west side. They were actually fairly close together, about a block or two apart, although the trees and pathways in between them acted as a makeshift barrier between the dorms.

Both dorm buildings were almost identical save for their colors. Both dorms were four stories tall, looking a bit like modern apartment buildings more than anything, with trees and flowers planted in front of them adding a bit of color and beauty to their exteriors. Team Justice’s dormitory was red, while Team Powers’ was blue. I noticed that the dorms for the other Teams were also different colors, although I didn’t know which colored building belonged to which Team. I supposed I would find out soon enough, however.

We stood in front of the Team Justice dorm building. Above the two glass front doors, ‘TEAM JUSTICE’ was engraved in the metal archway. Beyond the glass front doors, I could see what looked like the dorm lobby, though it looked empty at the moment aside from a woman sitting behind a desk. I assumed she was the receptionist, though it was impossible to read the nameplate on her desk from here.

Professor Hernandez spread his arms. “Here we are! Team Justice’s dorms.”

“This is where I’ll be staying for the next four years?” I said, putting my fingers against my mouth.

“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez with a nod. “Your Team dorms are where you will sleep each night. You can also study, hang out in the commons area, and do other things. It’s quite cozy.”

“Basically, our dorms are like our apartments, right?” I said. “That’s what it sounds like to me.”

“Correct,” said Professor Hernandez. “Laundry and room service will be handled by the Academy’s Janitorial Squad. Each Team dorm has a Janitorial Squad assigned to it, whose job is to clean, maintain, and make whatever repairs are necessary to each building. That way, you and the other students will be able to focus exclusively on your studies.”

Through the glass doors, I saw a middle-aged man mopping the lobby’s floor. He did not seem to notice us, although he also didn’t look very happy. Perhaps he didn’t like his job that much.

“So we don’t have to do any chores?” said Jake. He rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Awesome!”

Professor Hernandez grinned evilly at Jake. “Yes. You won’t have to do any chores. That way, you’ll have plenty of time to write fifty-page reports on the neurobiological relationship between human beings and their powers.”

Jake stared at Professor Hernandez in horror. “You’re joking, right?”

Professor Hernandez’s smile didn’t shrink or become any less evil. “You’ll find out tomorrow when you report for my first-year class. It will be a lot of fun, trust me.”

Professor Hernandez suddenly slapped me on the shoulder. “Well, Ashley, this is your Team dorm. Your luggage has already been delivered to your room, which you can find by speaking to the receptionist at the front. I’ll escort your younger brother to Team Powers’ dorm and make sure he doesn’t get lost.”

Jake looked at me desperately. “Sis, do you think Professor Hernandez is joking about the fifty-page report? ‘Cause I think he’s joking. He has to be joking.”

Professor Hernandez gave a surprisingly decent evil laugh and, grabbing Jake’s arm, said, “Come along now, boy. You’ll need plenty of rest if you’re going to be ready for my grueling class tomorrow morning.”

With that, Professor Hernandez hauled Jake off. Jake looked at me the same way a puppy left by its owner at a veterinarian clinic did. Unfortunately for Jake, all I could do was wave goodbye at him and hope that Professor Hernandez was joking.

Then Professor Hernandez suddenly came to a halt and said, “Oh! Ashley, I almost forgot to give you something. Catch!”

Professor Hernandez pulled out something from his pocket and hurled it at me like a baseball. Alarmed, I barely caught the small object with my hands and looked at it closely to see what Professor Hernandez had nearly nailed me in the face with.

It looked like Dad’s old smartwatch, only sleeker and with a slightly larger screen. With thick leather straps and a couple of buttons on the side, it looked very high-tech, although I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do with it.

“Go on,” said Professor Hernandez encouragingly. “Press the big button on the side.”

Skeptical, I nonetheless pressed the big button on the side of the watch. The screen flashed on, causing me to jump. It took me a moment to realize that a holographic message hovered above the watch’s screen, which read thus:

WELCOME TO TEAM JUSTICE! PLEASE ENTER YOUR NAME, DATE OF BIRTH, AND POWERS BEFORE YOU BEGIN.

I stared at the holographic message. “Uhhh … what is this and why is it asking me for all of my personal information?”

“That, my dear Ashley, is your official Team Watch,” said Professor Hernandez. “All students who are part of a Team receive a Team Watch. Aside from acting as your identification card, your Team Watch gives you access to your Team’s chat board, allows you to call and send messages to other members of your Team, receive news and updates from your Team’s Top Student and the school administration, receive warnings whenever there are school-wide emergencies, and a wide variety of other useful applications you can discover on your own time. Try playing around with it when you’ve got some time to yourself. They’re always updating them and you’ll never know what you’ll find.”

“Cool!” said Jake. He looked up at Professor Hernandez. “Do I get one?”

“Of course,” said Professor Hernandez. “But first, I need to get you settled into your dorm before curfew. Night Soldier doesn’t like it when students are out past curfew.”

“When is curfew every night?” I said, looking up from my watch’s holographic image.

“Ten,” said Professor Hernandez promptly. “Speaking of which, ten is the time my Neogenetics 101 Class starts tomorrow morning. Ashley, I fully expect to see you there. Oh, and also, don’t feel like you need to report your health to me tonight. I’ll consider our meeting in the Clinic to be today’s meeting, but make sure to stop by my office tomorrow night at eight, okay?”

I nodded. “Yes, professor. I’ll remember.”

“Good!” said Professor Hernandez. “Now come along, Jake. Your new Team awaits!”

Professor Hernandez resumed marching down the pathway connecting Team Justice’s dorms to Team Powers’ dorms. Jake once again looked at me like an abandoned puppy, but all I could do was shrug and wave goodbye. Although I wasn’t any happier about our separation than he was, it wasn’t like we had any choice in the matter. Plus, I figured we could meet up again tomorrow for breakfast or lunch or something. I still didn’t have my class schedule for tomorrow, now that I thought about it.

Unless …

I quickly typed my name, date of birth, and powers into my Team Watch’s holographic keyboard. After a moment of loading, a new message appeared:

WELCOME TO TEAM JUSTICE, ASHLEY! YOUR TEAM WATCH HAS NOW CONNECTED TO THE HECTORNET, THE OFFICIAL COMMUNICATION NETWORK OF THE THEODORE JASON ACADEMY FOR YOUNG SUPERHUMANS!

BELOW, PLEASE CLICK OR SAY ALOUD THE NAME OF ANY OF THE OPTIONS ON THE MENU. TO SEE MORE, CLICK ‘MORE’ OR SIMPLY SAY ‘MORE’ ALOUD.

A shockingly long list of options was presented to me. Professor Hernandez wasn’t kidding when he said they were always adding new stuff to these watches. There were at least twenty-five different options on the first page alone, with another five pages aside from that. The number of options was almost overwhelming, but then I noticed you could organize the options in different ways, such as alphabetically, most popular, most important, and so on.

Clicking ‘most important,’ I was pleased to see the option labeled CLASS SCHEDULE near the top of the list. A quick glance at my schedule for tomorrow showed me that my first class tomorrow morning, Combat 101, was at eight in the morning sharp in the Gym. Clicking the name of the Gym brought up a holographic map of the campus, showing me the Gym’s exact position in relation to the Team Justice dorms, as well as the best route to the Gym and how long it would take me to walk from the dorms to the Gym.

“Ooooh,” I said, rubbing my chin, “now I don’t even have to worry about getting lost here. Jake’s right. This really is cool.”

“Are you Ashley Jason?” a girl’s voice behind me said all of a sudden.

Startled, I dismissed my Team Watch’s hologram and whirled around to find myself standing face to face with a girl I’d never seen before. She had amazingly smooth brown hair, which made my own hair look rather scraggly by comparison. Her bright green eyes stood out against her pale skin, making me feel like she was looking right through me for some reason. She wore a simple pink with a cute cartoon kitty t-shirt and jeans with a sparkly, diamond-studded belt wrapped around her waist. Her arms had obvious muscle definition on them, enough to make her look tough.

“Uh, yes?” I said with a gulp. “That’s my name. You are—?”

“Sofia,” said the girl. “Sofia Rogers.”

“Oh,” I said. I frowned. “That name sounds familiar to me, even though I’m sure we’ve never met before.”

“It should,” said Sofia. She brushed back her long brown hair. “Because my dad is Geoff Rogers, or as you might know him, Strike, one of the most famous superheroes in the country and the current Leader of the Independent Neoheroes for Justice. He’s also your dad’s friend.”

My jaw dropped. I knew who Strike was, although I didn’t know him very well on a personal level. He was a good friend of Dad’s, the two having known each other since they were teenagers. Like Dad, he was a superhero, although he was a member of the INJ rather than the NHA like Dad.

“You’re Strike’s daughter?” I said. I snapped my fingers. “That must be why your name sounds familiar. Dad told me Strike had a daughter my age named Sofia. He didn’t tell me you’re also a student at the Academy. Is this your first year?”

Sofia shook her head. “Second year, actually. And I thought you looked and sounded familiar as well. My dad told me that Bolt had two kids.”

“My younger brother, Jake, is here, too,” I said. “He’s in a different Team from me, but—”

“That’s nice,” said Sofia with a wave of her hand. “I see that Irma released you from the Clinic very quickly.”

Uh-oh. I couldn’t tell Sofia about my condition. Just because her dad was friends with my dad didn’t mean she would accept me if she knew what my problem was.

Doing my best to look calm and collected, I said, “It was just a … power strain. My powers only manifested last year, after all, and I haven’t gotten much training or practice with them.”

That was a lame lie and even I knew it. While power straining was a real risk all superhumans faced when pushing themselves too far, it was mostly a problem you solved after the first month or two of your powers manifesting. Obviously, people who had Hernandez’s Disease like me were more likely to suffer a power strain if we used our powers too much or without getting enough rest.

Sofia’s green eyes seemed to stare into my soul, but she finally nodded. “I see. The Academy usually loses a few students a year to accidents involving their powers. Most of the time, Irma can fix them up, but every now and then a student hurts themselves so badly they have to drop out of school entirely. Most don’t return. I’m glad you weren’t one of them.”

I nodded. “Uh, yeah. Me, too. Though I feel kind of bad for those who have to drop out permanently.”

Sofia shrugged. “It’s what happens to people who aren’t smart with their powers. Especially kids whose parents are normal. They’re usually more prone to hurting themselves than students like you and me, whose parents are super.”

That sounded logical, but the way Sofia spoke about students with normal parents made it clear that she didn’t think very highly of them in general. It made me like her a little less than I already did, though maybe I was just misinterpreting her and she just didn’t think highly of anyone who harmed themselves with their powers. If that was the case, though, I couldn’t imagine what she wanted with me.

“Anyway,” said Sofia, putting her hands on her hips. “I just wanted to be the first student to welcome you to the Academy.”

“Oh, thanks,” I said. “But Joey was actually the first student to welcome me to the Academy.”

Sofia tilted her head to the side. “Is that so?”

I sensed Sofia was annoyed for some reason, but seeing no reason to lie, I said, “Yeah. Is Joey the Top Student of Team Justice?”

“He is,” said Sofia in a rather icy voice, “but he’s currently at a meeting with Headmaster Night Soldier and the other Top Six and won’t be back until after curfew. So you won’t see him again until tomorrow morning at the earliest.”

I raised an eyebrow. Sofia acted like I had just asked if I could sleep in her bed while she slept on the floor. Did I accidentally offend her or something?

“But don’t worry,” said Sofia, patting me on the shoulder. “I can still show you to your room and around the dorm building if you want. You look like you could use a little help, if I can be frank with you.”

“No, it’s fine,” I said. I rubbed my arm. “I don’t really know anyone here other than my brother and Joey. I don’t even know my room number.”

Sofia smiled, an expression that left me unsettled for some reason. “Excellent! Then you’re in luck. I’m one of the most popular girls on campus, and people are already starting to talk about you.”

“They are?” I said, glancing at the dark windows of the Team Justice dorm. “What are they saying?”

“Lots of things,” said Sofia, “but don’t worry. If you stick close to me and avoid, ah, certain students, you should have a wonderful time here at the Academy.”

I frowned. It was awfully nice of Sofia to go out of her way to offer to help me like that.

Too nice. And I wasn’t looking to make any friends.

So I said, as politely as possible, “Thanks, but I think I can look after myself. I’m stronger than I look.”

A tiny frown formed across Sofia’s lips and her body language shifted, going from friendly and open to strangely hostile. “I’m just trying to be helpful.”

“I know,” I said, “and you can still help me find my room, but I’m not terribly interested in winning any sort of school popularity contests.”

Sofia looked like I slapped her across the face. She shook her head abruptly, however, and smiled at me again, though it looked a lot more forced. “All right. I get it. But if you ever need advice on who to avoid and who to hang out with, I’m your girl. Ciao.”

With that, Sofia turned around and walked back into the Team Justice dorm. Although she wore a smile on her lips the entire time, the way she opened and closed the doors unnecessarily hard told me she was a bit more upset than she let on.

I didn’t mean to offend her, but the fact was that I really didn’t come to the Academy to make friends or compete in a popularity contest. It was bad enough that everyone was apparently already talking about me. If I became popular, then the chances of people discovering my condition grew exponentially.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had just made myself a very powerful enemy.


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Finding my dorm room was easy enough. It was Dorm J1 on the first floor and I shared it with three other first-year girls … who I only got a brief chance to talk to because they were already heading to bed due to how late it was. I didn’t mind. I was pretty tired myself and didn’t argue when we all decided to turn in for the night.

Talking to the receptionist revealed to me how the Team dorms were set up. Each floor was devoted to students from a certain year. For example, first-years like myself got the first floor, second-years like Sofia got the second floor, and so on. As students progressed from one year to the next, they would go up a different floor every year until they reached the fourth floor. You were also stuck with whoever your three dormmates were, meaning I was going to spend the next four years moving from floor to floor with these three girls.

I also learned that each floor has ten rooms with four students each. The ten rooms were about equally divided between boys and girls, located on different sides of each floor. Boys were not allowed in girls’ rooms and vice versa, according to Patty, the receptionist. There was a commons area in the center of the first floor for Team Justice members of every year, where boys and girls could mix freely, although the commons was of course carefully observed by cameras to make sure the students didn’t get up to trouble.

Speaking of faculty, although Top Students were the head students of each Team, the actual leader of our Team was a teacher with the literal title of Team Leader. Apparently, the Team Leader created the rules for their dorm and expected the Top Students to help enforce said rules. That was how I found out that Professor Hernandez was the Team Leader of Team Justice, which explained why he seemed so eager to have me join. It made me wonder if me getting assigned to Team Justice really was ‘random’ or if Professor Hernandez had somehow influenced Hector to put me in it.

Regardless, I found my luggage in my room as Professor Hernandez told me and was pleased to find all of my possessions were still there. I lay on my bed in my dorm room, listening to the snores from the other three first-years in the darkness. Our dorm room had two bunk beds, equipped with blackout curtains to give us some privacy and make it easier to sleep.

Despite how tired I was, I still couldn’t fall asleep. My mind was active from the excitement of today’s events. In particular, I was thinking about the Super Pill, which I had made sure to take before I went to bed.

When I swallowed my first Super Pill, I wasn’t sure what to expect. A part of me had irrationally expected to instantly feel perfect and whole again, which was probably why I felt disappointed that I felt so … normal. I didn’t even feel drowsy or dizzy. It was almost like I hadn’t swallowed a Super Pill at all, which made me glad that I wasn’t going to report my health to Professor Hernandez tonight. There wasn’t anything to report, at least so far. Maybe I’d feel different in the morning. Medicine usually took time to take effect, after all, and I didn’t see any reason for the Super Pill to work faster than normal medicine.

But maybe that was why I couldn’t sleep. Perhaps insomnia was one of the unknown side effects of taking the Pill. If so, then I wasn’t sure I wanted to keep taking it. It might very well mitigate the damage that my powers do to my body, but if it meant I would never get a good night’s sleep again—

My phone, which sat in the small cubby in the wall next to my bed, suddenly started vibrating. Startled, I grabbed the phone and looked at the name on the screen, wondering who in the world could be calling me at this hour.

But then I smiled when I read the name—CORA BISTRO—and saw the image of a happy black girl, with beautiful braided hair, looking at me. I was also in the picture, with me and Cora standing side by side at the Texas State Fair, smiling as we held corn dogs in our free hands.

With a smile, I answered the call and said, in a much lower voice than usual to avoid waking up my dormmates, “Hey, Cora! How are you?”

Cora’s friendly, loud voice blared from the phone, “Just fine! How are you fitting in to your new school, girl?”

Wincing, I said, “Fine, Cora, but could you please lower your voice? My dormmates are all asleep.”

“Okay!” said Cora in a much lower voice than normal, although it was still too loud for my tastes. “Sorry. I didn’t realize y’all went to bed so early.”

“Only because tomorrow is the first official day of school,” I said, “and the teachers don’t want us falling asleep in class.”

“Ah,” said Cora. “So I guess super teachers are pretty much the same as normal teachers, then? Bossy, judgmental, old—”

I chuckled. “They’re not all bad, Cora, but yeah, so far they seem pretty similar. The only difference is that they can shoot lasers from their eyes at you if you annoy them.”

“Like Mr. Phillips didn’t?” said Cora. “He doesn’t have powers, but you should have seen the way he glared at Chad in class this morning when Chad interrupted him. Man looked like he was trying to shoot lasers from his eyes or maybe kill Chad through sheer ugliness alone.”

The mental image of our history teacher, Mr. Phillips—a tiny, wizened old man who had been teaching at John Smith High forever—glaring at Chad, the six-foot four quarterback of the Silvers Miners, was almost enough to make me laugh out loud. Only the knowledge that my fellow first-years would probably murder me if I interrupted their sleep kept me from busting my gut.

Instead, I giggled like a proper lady and said, “Gosh, I wish I’d been there to see that.”

“I wish you’d been there, too,” said Cora, who sounded like she was on the verge of laughter herself. “But it got even funnier afterward when Mr. Phillips told us that anyone else who interrupted his class would have to sit in the corner wearing a dunce cap. And he was serious.”

“Man,” I said, “I knew Mr. Phillips was old, but I didn’t realize he was that old.”

“I don’t even know how old he is,” said Cora, “but hey, it worked. No one else interrupted his class. I considered it, but decided I didn’t need an image of me wearing a dunce cap on my head going viral on social media.”

“I agree, I don’t think you’d look very good with a dunce cap on,” I said. “It would mess up your beautiful natural hair.”

Cora laughed, which made me smile. Cora Bistro was my best friend from normal high school. We’d both grown up knowing each other and, honestly, she was my only real friend I had. Even before I found out about my condition, Cora had been my best friend in the world. She was one of the nicest and funniest girls I knew. That she was a normal—that is to say, a person without powers—never bothered me at all and, in fact, she was really excited for me when I was first accepted to the Academy.

But Cora was also the main reason why I got into so much trouble growing up. She was always a lot more adventurous and daring than me, which seemed weird because she was the oldest of five kids, yet she often acted like she was the youngest. That never stopped me from going along with whatever prank or dangerous stunt she suggested.

Hearing her voice again reminded me of how much I missed home. Cora was still going to John Smith High, while I was here in the Academy hundreds of miles away. Cora had gotten to say goodbye to me yesterday, but so much had happened since then that it felt like I hadn’t seen her in a year.

“Yeah, I can’t say a dunce cap would go well with my hair,” said Cora after she stopped laughing. “But tell me, how’s the Academy been? You wearing spandex and flying through the sky yet?”

I chuckled. “Eh, not yet. I apparently need to take a biology class before I can do that.”

“What?” said Cora. “Even superheroes have to take biology? Boring.”

“Biology isn’t the worst subject,” I said. “I’d say math is, though I figure we’re going to have to take math classes, too, based on what my schedule for tomorrow shows.”

“Wow,” said Cora. I could just see her shaking her head at my comments. “And here I was almost jealous that you got to go to super school and I didn’t.”

“No need to be jealous of me,” I said. “I mean, we do get a nice dorm, but we’re also gonna get a ton of homework and probably won’t have much time off.”

“What kind of homework does a superhero have to do?” said Cora. “Ah, well. I want to visit you sometime. Always wanted to see the Academy.”

“I hope you can visit sometime, too,” I said. “Not sure what the Academy’s visitors’ policy is, though.”

“Find out for me, will you?” said Cora. “I can’t guarantee when or if my parents will let me visit, but knowing if I can visit at all is really important. I especially want to see the Omega Man statue. He’s my favorite superhero ever.”

I grinned. Cora, despite being a normal, was a huge superhero fan. Honestly, she was probably a bigger superhero fan than even Jake was. “Then you’re definitely going to be jealous of me because I’ve seen it already.”

“You have?” said Cora. “Okay, that’s it. I’m packing my bags and borrowing my parents’ car. If I leave now, I think I should reach the Academy just in time for breakfast tomorrow morning.”

I had to suppress another laugh. “That … doesn’t sound like a plan your parents would like, Cora. Especially your dad.”

“It was just a joke,” said Cora. Then she went silent for a moment and said, “So … how’s your condition?”

My happy mood evaporated as soon as Cora brought up my condition. I pulled the phone away from my ear, listened closely to make sure my dormmates were all sound asleep, and then brought my phone back to my ear and whispered, “I’m taking an experimental new pill that’s supposed to help my condition.”

“So is it a treatment, rather than a cure?” said Cora. “How many times a day do you need to take it? Do you feel any difference already or do you feel the same as always? What kind of side effects does it have? And—”

“Cora,” I said gently, “please stop with the questions. You sound just like your mom.”

“Sorry,” said Cora sheepishly. “Not my fault my mom’s a nurse who always asks me and my siblings the same questions in that exact order anytime any of us need to take a new medicine.”

I smiled. Cora was one of the few people outside of my family who was aware of my condition. When I told Cora about my condition at first, I’d been worried she might reject me because of the superstitions surrounding Hernandez’s Disease.

Fortunately, Cora had done the exact opposite. She had been totally supportive of my decision to go to the Academy and had even done some research of her own to help me. Looking back, it was silly for me to worry about Cora ending our friendship over my condition. She was a normal girl born into a normal family and raised in normal culture. She had no reason to have any of the same prejudices that supers would have and it would be weird if she did, even if she was a big superhero fan herself.

“I know,” I said, “but honestly, I’ll be fine. Professor Hernandez seems like a really nice and smart guy who knows his stuff. I think the Super Pill will help. In any event, I’m hoping to contribute to his research. If all I can do is help scientists like Professor Hernandez understand this disorder better, than I’d be happy with that.”

“I wouldn’t,” said Cora. “You’re my best friend in the world. Who are my future kids gonna be friends with if you don’t live long enough to have kids of your own?”

“They can be friends with other peoples’ kids,” I said. “I imagine there won’t be a huge shortage of kids by the time we’re old enough to have them.”

“Speaking of friends, have you made any at super school yet?” said Cora.

I was suddenly glad that I was talking to Cora over the phone and not in person. If she could see my guilty, red face, she’d instantly know the answer to that question. “Well, uh—”

“You don’t.” It was a statement, not a question, and coming from Cora was as painful as getting clobbered by a professional boxer.

“It’s just the first day,” I said defensively, “and I haven’t really met anyone yet. Friendships take time to build and—”

“No,” said Cora. “Ash, I know you well enough to know that you don’t want to make friends. But you’re gonna have to. I can’t talk to you on the phone all the time like this.”

I bit my lower lip. Cora and I had already had this discussion before I left Silvers. Being the outgoing, extroverted girl she was, Cora had encouraged me to make friends at the Academy while I was here. Because she wouldn’t be there to hang out with me, she thought I’d be happier with friends close enough that I could actually see them more than once or twice a year.

It was one of the few areas we disagreed upon and I was not in the mood to argue about it.

“Cora, I already told you that people like me aren’t accepted in the superhuman community,” I said. I lowered my voice even further to barely more than a whisper. “Heck, not even all of the faculty want me here. I can’t risk letting any of the other students get close enough to find out about my condition.”

“Surely not everyone in the super community is bigoted against people like you,” said Cora. “I know people are idiots and all, but there’s got to be a few who would still accept you even knowing your condition, right?”

“Maybe,” I said. “But that would require opening up to complete strangers. And given how rampant misinformation about people like me is in the general super community, odds are that anyone I open up to would react … badly, to put it mildly.”

“Then you just need to vet ‘em,” said Cora. “Don’t open up right away. Get to know them a little bit at a time. Only tell them about your condition when you trust them.”

I chuckled bitterly. “I think you forget, Cora, that not all of us are as friendly as you. Some of us are a bit shy.”

“Doesn’t mean you don’t need friends,” said Cora. “Friends who are close to you. Not phone friends like me.”

“But—”

“I’m not even going to argue this with you,” said Cora. “Ash, I know how you feel, but you gotta realize that not everyone is bad. You can trust some people.”

“Until you tell them something they don’t like,” I said. “Then you can’t.”

Cora sighed. “All right, Ash. Next time we talk, I want to hear that you’ve made at least one genuine friend at the Academy, okay? Doesn’t matter if they’re your age or if they’re a boy or a girl or whatever. I want to hear you’ve got one friend, otherwise I will come up there and force you to make friends myself. Understood?”

I bit my lower lip. Cora may have lacked powers, but she was also honest to a fault and never went back on her word. Something told me that she really would come up here and force me to make friends if I didn’t have one by the next time we talked.

Even so, Cora, despite being my best friend ever, didn’t know what she was talking about. She couldn’t. She wasn’t a super and didn’t grow up in the community. She was an outsider and could never really understand what it was like to be a Hernandez’s Disease victim in the superhuman community.

So I said, “I can’t make any promises, Cora. But just to make you happy, I’ll try to talk to some of my classmates tomorrow. Emphasis on try.”

Cora sighed again, but said, “Fine. Baby steps, but baby steps are better than nothing. Anyway, talk to you tomorrow. I hope to hear all about your awesome new friend and your plans to stop being paranoid about other people! Bye!”

With that, Cora hung up. I lowered my phone from my ear but did not replace it in my bed’s cubby hole. I stared up at the underside of the bed above me, feeling more anxious than anything.

I knew Cora had nothing but the best of intentions for me. And yes, I did intend to talk to some of my classmates tomorrow. I didn’t want friends, but I always tried to keep my word, especially to Cora. Cora must have known that which is why she made me promise to talk to some of my fellow students tomorrow.

But dang it, how many times did I have to say I didn’t want friends before people believed me? Both Mom and Cora act like I have no idea what I want. I seriously wonder if they’re trading notes behind my back and plotting how to make me the most popular girl at school or something against my will.

Whatever. I was too tired to spend all night worrying about that. So I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep …
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After my call with Cora, I slept like a rock. Indeed, I slept so well that I didn’t even hear my phone’s alarm go off for, like, ten minutes. In fact, I really only woke up because I heard the door to my dorm room slam shut and realized that my dormmates had all already left to go to breakfast.

Thus began the epic saga of me trying to make the shower for my dorm room work (it was a totally different set up than what I was used to at home), finding my blue-and-black school uniform with my Team’s initial on the right breast (and figuring out how to put it on without getting my limbs tangled in it), and brushing my hair and teeth. That may not have sounded like a lot, but my first class was at eight and by the time I got out of the shower it was almost seven. Breakfast was served only until seven-thirty, meaning I had about half an hour to reach the cafeteria, scarf down my breakfast, and then head to my first class of the day.

Fortunately, I was able to use my Team Watch’s holographic map to find my way from the Team Justice dorms to the cafeteria, which was located near the dorms. Once again, I was thankful for the Team Watch that Professor Hernandez gave me. I suspected I was going to get a lot of use from it over the next four years.

When I got to the cafeteria, I was overwhelmed by the number of students still having breakfast. Everywhere I looked, I saw tables full of students from every Team and year sitting together and talking. The combination of voices talking, footsteps on the floor, food being served, trash being thrown out, and a variety of other sounds assaulted my ears like a cannon. At least the cafeteria smelled pretty good, like eggs and bacon.

Speaking of eggs and bacon, that was what I got for breakfast, along with orange juice and a coffee. That was the easy part, however. The hard part was finding a place to sit.

As I said, nearly every table was full. Each table could hold about four or five students at a time. And because I didn’t know anyone in the school yet, I couldn’t just sit with my ‘friends.’ Cora, being the Platonic ideal of an extrovert, would probably have picked any table and instantly made friends with whoever she sat with, even if she hadn’t seen them before in her life. It didn’t help that Cora’s advice—more like orders—to make friends echoed in my mind as I walked among the tables looking for someplace to eat.

Maybe it was my imagination, but I thought everyone was looking at me. Not directly, of course, but people seemed to glance at me when I passed and I was pretty sure I saw a guy whisper something to his girlfriend that made her look at me with a strange look. It reminded me of what Sofia told me last night, about how everyone was already talking about me. Everyone must have remembered how I collapsed in my fight against Joey the night before, which didn’t help my anxiety one bit. The rumors about my ‘infectious’ virus still being spread among the students helped even less.

Speaking of Joey, I didn’t see him anywhere, not even among the other fourth-years. That seemed strange to me, but maybe the Top Six had their own private eating area or maybe Joey had eaten breakfast and was in class already. He probably wouldn’t want to sit with me, anyway. I was a first-year and my cursory glance of the cafeteria showed to me that the tables were pretty segregated by year. Even so, I didn’t feel comfortable just sitting with any random first-years, although it was becoming increasingly clear to me that I’d have to sit with someone eventually.

That was when I spotted a first-year girl sitting by herself at a table in the upper right corner of the cafeteria. She was reading something on her phone, which lay next to her almost empty food tray. She seemed totally uninterested in the rest of the cafeteria, but she didn’t look exactly unfriendly. In any case, standing around holding my food tray looking like an idiot was becoming increasingly awkward. And hey, that girl was one of my dormmates, so she wasn’t a complete stranger to me, at least.

Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I walked up to the girl and said, “Hey, is anyone sitting here?”

The girl looked up at me almost like I’d shouted at her. She wore thick glasses on her face and had incredibly long blonde hair, even longer than mine. While my brown hair went below my shoulders, hers went nearly to her waist. She was a lot thinner than me, too, almost like a stick figure in her thinness.

Pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose, the girl said, “Uh, no. You can sit here if you want.”

I smiled politely and sat down. “Thanks. Kind of hard to find a place to sit around here when you literally don’t know anyone, you know?”

The girl nodded. She sipped her milk carton. “Know what you mean. Everyone else seems to know everyone already. I mean, I know that’s false because I’m not the only first-year here, obviously, but it still feels that way.”

I nodded, although I noted she seemed to have a tendency to ramble. Still, I remembered what Cora said about me talking to new people. This girl was certainly new to me, and if she was the only new person I talked to today, then I could tell Cora tonight that I had indeed spoken to one new person. Maybe then she would stop badgering me about making friends.

“Yeah, but that’s okay,” I said with a shrug. “It’s not like I need to know everyone. I’m here mostly to learn.”

“Me, too,” said the girl. She looked down at her phone. “I’ve spent all morning looking up everything I can about the superhuman community online. Even though superhumans have only really been a thing for a little over fifty years now, superhuman culture is deep already. And that’s just American superhuman culture. It’s almost overwhelming, to be honest.”

I stuffed a slice of bacon in my mouth and swallowed. “I take it you don’t come from a superhuman family?”

The girl smiled awkwardly. “Yeah. I’m the first super in my family. My parents were really skeptical when I told them I had superpowers, but when I proved it to them at the local NHA testing facility, they were all for me going to the Academy. So I’m kind of an outsider to the whole superhuman community.”

That was interesting, but not surprising. Superpowers were genetic. If even one of your parents had superpowers, your odds of inheriting superpowers were extremely high. Some studies suggested that having at least one superhuman parent increased your chances of developing superpowers anywhere from 25% to 50% while having two superhuman parents virtually guaranteed you’d get powers of your own. Your powers usually weren’t the same as your parents’ powers, however, which was why I couldn’t shoot ice or lightning from my hands.

But it was possible for two normal parents to have a super kid. Neogeneticists were still trying to figure out exactly how that worked, but it did. I didn’t know very many kids like that, though, so the girl’s answer intrigued me.

“I can relate,” I said. “Even though my parents are both superhuman, I really haven’t spent that much time in the superhuman community itself. I went to a normal high school before I came here.”

The girl sighed in relief. “Oh, I’m glad I’m not the only one who feels that way. Sure felt like everyone here has two really famous, powerful, and interesting superhuman parents while I just have two normals. I mean, an engineer and secretary aren’t as cool as parents who can fly and stuff, you know? I mean, I love my parents dearly, but it’s just really different, you know?”

I blinked. The girl definitely rambled. I guess she was just nervous, another thing I could relate to.

“No, it’s fine,” I said. “I can’t speak for the other students, but I think your parents sound interesting. I knew lots of good normals back in my hometown. It’s cool.”

“Thanks,” said the girl. She hesitated. “Oh, I just realized that I haven’t introduced myself yet. I’m Courtney Carmichael. You?”

“Ashley,” I said. “Ashley Jason.”

“Ashley Jason?” said Courtney, tilting her head to the side. “You were the girl who dueled Joey and collapsed last night, right?”

I almost choked on my coffee when she said that. “Uh, yeah. That was me.”

“Oh, okay,” said Courtney, nodding. “I thought you looked familiar. Wasn’t sure where I saw you before.”

“We also share the same dorm,” I said. “Dorm J1, I think.”

“That’s right,” said Courtney in astonishment. She frowned. “Why haven’t we met until now?”

“I got to our dorm later than everyone else due to my power strain,” I explained. “That’s why.”

“Makes sense,” said Courtney, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose again. “Your powers were really cool yesterday. What was that? Hard light constructs?”

“Yes,” I said. I tapped the side of my head. “With a thought, I can make solid light constructs in pretty much any shape I want. See?”

I raised my hand and a fork made of light appeared in it. I stabbed my eggs with the fork and stuffed them in my mouth. “Delicious.”

Courtney’s eyes widened. “Wow. That is a really cool power. Much cooler than my own.”

I shrugged as the hard light fork disappeared in my hand. “It’s neat, yeah, but I’m sure your power is interesting, too. Why don’t you tell me about it?”

“It really isn’t,” said Courtney, “but I guess—”

“Hey, sis!” Jake suddenly slammed his tray down onto the table loud enough to make me and Courtney jump. “Any room left for me and Ken?”

Startled, I looked at Jake. My younger brother wore a uniform similar to mine, except with a stylized P stitched into his right breast on top of a lightning design. Sitting down on the table opposite us and next to Courtney was a dark-haired Hispanic kid who looked close to Jake in age. He was definitely quieter than Jake, though, nibbling on his cinnamon roll without drawing attention to himself.

“Jake?” I said. “Where have you been?”

“Sleeping in,” said Jake without a hint of shame. “I stayed up pretty late last night talking to my dormmates in P7. They’re awesome and I’ve already made a new friend.”

My eyes darted to the Hispanic boy sitting across from us. “You mean Ken?”

“Hello,” said Ken in a soft voice with a slight Mexican accent to his words. “You must be Jake’s older sister. Jake has told me much about you.”

I smiled politely at Ken. “Well, nice to meet you. Where are you—”

“But Jake forgot to tell me one very important thing about you,” said Ken.

I raised an eyebrow. “And what would that be?”

Ken locked eyes with me. “Your beauty, of course.”

I stared at him in confusion. “My … beauty?”

“Of course,” said Ken. He reached out and put a hand on my arm. “Your beauty leaves me breathless. I feel as though I am sitting in the presence of a goddess, bathing in your endless charm.”

I jerked my arm from Ken’s hand. “Thanks, but I don’t date guys young enough to be my brother.”

“Ah, but age is just a number,” said Ken, “and personally, I find that older women are a fair bit more attractive than younger women. They’re more mature and—”

“Did you just call me old?” I said. I looked at Jake. “Jake, what is this?”

Jake looked like he was trying his best not to laugh. He was obviously in on whatever joke they had going on, which did not surprise me one bit, although it did annoy me a lot. “What do you mean, sis? You could use a boyfriend, right?”

I immediately stood up from the table. “You know what? I’m going to be late for class if I stay here too long. I’ll just finish my breakfast along the way.”

Courtney stood up as well, looking very nervous. “I think I’ll tag along with you because I’m pretty sure we have the same class schedule.”

Courtney and I quickly walked away from the table. As we walked away, I heard Jake and Ken laughing behind us, which all but confirmed that that had been an elaborate prank on their part.

Wonderful. It meant that Jake, at least, had found a friend. Or a partner in crime, more like it.

Oh, well. At least we wouldn’t have to deal with them for the next couple of hours because we had our first class and, like I said, I was pretty sure we weren’t going to be paired up with the Team Powers first-year students.

Speaking of our class schedule, I needed to double-check it one last time just to make sure I knew where to go. Tapping my Team Watch as Courtney and I walked out of the front doors of the cafeteria, I noticed that my inbox already had one message in it. Curious, I opened my inbox, assuming it was nothing more than maybe a welcome message from Hector or possibly something from Professor Hernandez about the Super Pill.

But I stopped when I opened the message itself, which was the exact opposite of a welcome message:

YOUR DAYS ARE NUMBERED, ASHLEY

PARASITE
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What’s the matter, Ashley?” said Courtney. She stood a few feet ahead of me, a curious look on her face. “You look like someone just told you your puppy died.”

Shaking my head, I marked the message as spam and closed my inbox. I had no time to respond to messages that looked like bad Internet spam, especially not today.

“It’s nothing, Courtney,” I said as I resumed walking with her. “Just stupid spam, probably from a troll.”

“Spam? Really?” said Courtney. She sighed in frustration. “I thought the Hectornet was only available to Academy students, faculty, and staff. How did you get spammed?”

“Could be from one of the other students sending me a message anonymously,” I said. “I’m not sure that everyone here likes me.”

“I doubt it’s anything personal, if that’s the case,” said Courtney. “There are lots of kids who like to troll people online. Or in real life, like with Ken and your brother back there.”

“Ugh,” I said with a shudder. “Don’t remind me. Still, you’re probably right. If there’s anything my dad taught me about the Internet, it’s that you don’t feed the trolls.”

“Exactly,” said Courtney. She rubbed her forehead. “I’m still kind of concerned, though. A couple of years back my old email address somehow got signed onto like a hundred spam lists at once. I couldn’t unsubscribe from all of them, so I had to delete the entire email and start over, which was a huge pain.”

As Courtney went on and on about her email misadventure, I did my best to listen to her story. Even so, I found my attention wavering because my mind kept going back to the message from the mysterious ‘Parasite.’

I really did think that it was just a dumb troll sending me spam meant to rile me up. I’d been trolled with far worse messages on social media in the past, and if Ken was representative of your average first-year male student, it was probably just one of the other students trying to get me to react.

So why did I feel unsafe?

-

My feelings of unease were forgotten when we reached our first class of the day—the aptly titled Combat 101—located in the Gym on the west side of the Academy. That was mostly because of the knife that the teacher threw at my face.

Okay, so I gotta make something clear first: Dad did give me and Jake some combat training before we came to the Academy. Not a whole lot, admittedly, but just enough that we could defend ourselves if we needed to. I knew the basics of fighting, both with and without my powers.

Personally, up until the moment Courtney and I stepped into the classroom, I didn’t see the point in learning how to become better at fighting. I wasn’t planning to become a superhero, after all. Sure, knowing self-defense techniques can be helpful, but I still didn’t see any reason to learn more beyond the basics of what I already knew.

Nonetheless, Dad’s training was probably the only thing that kept me from getting stabbed in the face. I stepped through the entrance to the Gym first, saw a knife spinning in the air toward me, and instinctively summoned a hard light shield in front of my face. The knife bounced harmlessly off the shield and landed on the floor at my feet.

“What the—?” said Courtney as she poked her head into the Gym. “Ashley, are you okay?”

Before I could assure Courtney that I was fine, the sharp, authoritative voice of a woman yelled, “Late!”

Startled, I looked up to see an unfamiliar woman standing in the center of the Gym. She stood in front of the entire first-year Team Justice class, who looked as startled as I did at the woman’s shout.

She looked surprisingly young, perhaps only in her mid-twenties, and wore a rather form-fitting blue-and-white spandex costume that reminded me of a diving suit. Well-defined muscles bulged on her arms and legs against her costume, while her black hair was done up in a practical ponytail. She wore a scuba mask on her head, which was weird because the Gym’s swimming pool was closed at the moment.

Far more concerning, though, the woman was drawing another knife from her belt, which looked even sharper than the one she had just thrown at me.

I gulped. “Sorry we’re late, Miss, uh—”

“Sea Sister,” the woman said in a tone even sharper than her knife. “As the teacher of Combat 101, I do not tolerate lateness or tardiness from students.”

Courtney glanced at her Team Watch. “But we were only late by a minute.”

“In a real fight, an eternity happens in a minute,” said Sea Sister. “In a minute, your enemy can be digging your eyeballs out of your sockets and carving your heart from your chest. In a minute, an entire war can be won or lost. In a minute, you can save a life … or lose it. Being late, even by a minute, is inexcusable.”

I’d heard of Sea Sister before, but I hadn’t done much research on her before I got here. I recalled that her powers were somehow water-related, but truthfully I was more annoyed by Sea Sister’s needlessly bossy attitude than anything. “Is that why you threw a freaking knife at us?”

“Yes,” said Sea Sister as she flipped her second knife. “To encourage proper behavior in one’s students, a teacher must enforce consequences on those who break the rules. Otherwise, you risk losing control of the students and the students, in turn, will learn nothing from the teacher.”

I scowled. “That knife could have seriously hurt me or Courtney, you know.”

“But it didn’t,” said Sea Sister. “You have quick reflexes, which tells me that you must have some combat training already. Am I correct?”

I bit my lower lip. Sea Sister was a lot more observant than she looked. “Yeah, from my dad. Bolt.”

When I mentioned my dad, the other first-years began whispering and murmuring among themselves. I guess the news of me being the daughter of Bolt had already spread among my classmates. Even Courtney was looking at me as if I had just admitted I was the President’s daughter. Then again, even normals knew who my dad was. That’s how famous he was.

I really only name-dropped him to make Sea Sister leave me alone. Most supers were well aware of how strong and skilled a fighter my dad was. If Sea Sister knew he had personally trained me, then maybe she would stop bothering me.

Unfortunately, it seemed to have the exact opposite effect on Sea Sister, who smiled and said, “Good. Then you shall be my punching bag for this first class.”

“Huh?” I said. “Punching bag? Don’t you mean sparring partner?”

Sea Sister sheathed her knife, although somehow watching her put her weapon away made me more anxious, not less. “Nonsense. I always speak honestly and bluntly. Given how vast the distance between us is in terms of fighting skills and experience, you would be lucky to make a good punching bag for me.”

“Uh …” I really couldn’t argue with that logic, though I did my best anyway. “But you said I have skill.”

Sea Sister punched her fist into her other hand and cracked her knuckles. “I never said that. I said ‘good’ to your dad training you because it means you’re used to getting beaten silly. It means I won’t have to hold back as much as I usually do when teaching first-years.”

A few of my classmates chuckled when Sea Sister said that. But Sea Sister wasn’t joking. She literally seemed to think that my dad had used our training exercises as an excuse to beat me into a pulp. Dad usually did beat me, even when he held back and gave himself handicaps, but he didn’t use me as his ‘punching bag,’ like Sea Sister apparently thought. She was really starting to get on my nerves, honesty or not.

That was probably why I said the worst thing I could have said in that situation: “Well, if it’s a fight you want, then bring it.”

“Uh, Ashley?” said Courtney behind me. “Are you sure—”

“I accept,” said Sea Sister. She looked at Courtney over my shoulder. “Courtney, please stand with the rest of the class and quietly watch as I beat your friend here to a pulp. I promise that those of you with eyes to see and ears to hear will learn much from this demonstration.”

Courtney quickly scurried over to join the other students on the other side of the Gym. I didn’t try to stop her. Although I didn’t quite think of Courtney as a ‘friend’ per se, she didn’t need to help me. Based on what Courtney told me about her past in the cafeteria, she probably had very little combat training. I would probably last better against Sea Sister by myself than with Courtney’s help.

I walked up to Sea Sister, stopping at a white line about five feet away from her. Sea Sister stood behind an identical white line, her hands on her hips.

“All right, class,” said Sea Sister, looking at my classmates, “before we begin the beat down, I want to finish my introductory lecture on the importance of Combat 101. I am aware that not all of you are here because you want to be and that many of you don’t understand what this course is.”

My lips twitched in annoyance. Did Sea Sister somehow read my mind? Or did the other students also not understand the importance or purpose of this class?

Sea Sister gestured at me and herself. “As most of you are aware, the life of a superhero requires fighting. You will fight criminals and supervillains, you will use violence to protect the weak and innocent, and you will defend your life with the skills you learn here. If I am being harsh, it’s only because I want to see each and every one of you reach your true combat potential and not because I enjoy your suffering.”

I had to resist the urge to roll my eyes at that last comment. If Sea Sister was anything like my old gym teacher back at my normal high school, she probably did take some joy in seeing us suffer. She probably just said that to make us lower our guard.

Suddenly, Courtney raised a hand. “Sorry for interrupting, but I am curious about the difference between this class and the Powers class. Their descriptions on the Academy’s website made them both sound the same, but I guess they’re not …?”

Sea Sister smiled, though it wasn’t a very reassuring expression to me. “Good question. While Powers 101 does teach you how to use your powers offensively, the primary focus of that class is to help you understand how your powers work, their limits, and, most importantly, how to control them without harming yourself or other people accidentally. In my class, however, you learn how to use both your powers and your body to fight.”

Another first-year student, a chubby male I didn’t recognize, raised a hand. “Question: Why do we need to learn how to throw a punch and stuff? Can’t we just use our powers to blast away our enemies, like how Bolt does?”

I half-wondered if that guy mentioned my dad just because I was here, but regardless, the question seemed to trigger Sea Sister. An annoyed scowl appeared on her lips and she looked like she was about to explode. Yet when she spoke, her voice was oddly calm and collected.

“Because this isn’t the Early Era anymore,” said Sea Sister. “This is why this class is so important. Far too many people—super and normal—believe that all a super needs is their powers and they can defeat anyone who tries to stop them. That may have been true, perhaps, two decades ago, but not anymore, although in my opinion it’s never been true.”

Sea Sister held up three fingers. “Three points: One, not all superhumans have combat-ready powers. A person who can read minds cannot simply blast away a criminal like a person who can shoot fire from their fingers can. Two, even powerful superhumans need to learn basic strategy and tactics to use their powers to their fullest. And third—and perhaps most importantly—normals have ways of disabling superpowers and leaving us defenseless.”

“You mean like the Guardians of Humanity?” the fat male student said.

Guardians of Humanity? I hadn’t heard of them, but Sea Sister apparently had. Her body became far more rigid than before and she looked like it took all of her willpower not to explode at him for mentioning them.

“Yes, Mark,” said Sea Sister with a stiff nod. “They are one of the groups who have learned how to fight us. But they are not the only one and I don’t want any of you to live in fear of them, either. The point is that superhumans who receive powerless training—as well as proper combat training in general—live longer than those who don’t.”

My frown deepened. Sea Sister sounded like she had some sort of personal grudge against the Guardians of Humanity. I wondered if Mark’s question had hit a sore spot for her, though I doubted I’d get a chance to ask her about it.

“But enough of that,” said Sea Sister. “If you remain unconvinced of the importance of powerless training, then I will show it to you in person right now.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “Aren’t you supposed to be fighting me?”

Sea Sister looked at me and nodded. “Yes. But to prove my point, I am not going to use my powers at all … but you, however, can.”
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I stared uncomprehendingly at Sea Sister, frowning. “You’re serious?”

“I am,” said Sea Sister. She pointed at me. “I want you to hit me with everything you’ve got. Don’t hold back. I won’t use my powers to defend myself. Not even once.”

The other first-years exchanged puzzled and confused looks with one another. There was also a lot of whispering and murmuring as the students debated the outcome of this fight and what Sea Sister was trying to prove.

Her demand had taken me off-guard but also left me really confused and even worried. “But what if I hurt or accidentally kill you?”

“You won’t,” said Sea Sister with a shake of her head. She locked eyes with me. “I won’t allow it.”

I hesitated. Sea Sister spoke with such powerful conviction that I just about believed her.

But I wasn’t hesitant to use my powers just because I might harm her. I was also worried that I might hurt myself.

Thanks to Hernandez’s Disease, I was in danger of harming my body every time I used my powers. The more I used my powers, the more damage I did to myself. And it would only get worse as time went on. Sea Sister had to be aware of that.

On the other hand, Professor Hernandez’s Super Pill was supposed to mitigate the damage that my powers did to my body. I really hadn’t had a chance to test out whether the Super Pill worked or not since I started taking it yesterday. Yet even if the Super Pill worked, would it really work so quickly? Most meds usually took a couple of weeks of consistent use to work. I’d only been taking the Pill for a day.

I wondered if Sea Sister knew that. Maybe that was why she had decided to pick a fight with me. She knew she could beat me even without her powers because my condition would make me inherently weaker than I normally would have been. Maybe she was even one of the faculty who hadn’t wanted me to attend the Academy. That would certainly explain her jerkish behavior.

I decided I would just have to take a chance. I would know pretty quickly if the Super Pill was working or not once I started actively using my powers. And honestly, I didn’t expect this fight to last long. Either Sea Sister would live up to her boasting and beat me or I would beat her with my powers. There was only one way to find out.

A pole made of light appeared in my hands and I held it defensively, the way Dad had taught me to hold it during our training sessions back home. “All right. I’m ready when you are.”

Sea Sister nodded once. “Then let the fight begin!”

Sea Sister rushed toward me. I, however, summoned six light columns and launched them at her. With six columns flying toward her at once, she was bound to be hit by at least one. Then I could move in and take her out up close.

But Sea Sister dodged every single light column I threw at her. She ducked under one, rolled beneath another, jumped over another, and then jumped on top of one of the columns, ran along its length, and jumped off its edge toward me. Sea Sister flew through the air, landed in front of me, and kicked me in the stomach.

It was a good thing that our uniforms had extra padding in the stomach area. Otherwise, Sea Sister’s kick would have hurt. Even with my uniform’s extra padding, the blow still knocked me flat off my feet. It had also knocked the air out of my lungs, forcing me to gasp for air.

Instinct was probably the only reason I managed to block Sea Sister’s boot that fell toward my face. I raised my light pole and held back her boot, which was tougher than it sounded. Sea Sister pushed down hard on my pole, my arms burning with exertion from defending myself. Sweat began to appear on my forehead and I found myself growing tired just holding her back.

Yet Sea Sister showed no stress at all. On the contrary, she looked almost relaxed, pushing down on me with her boot. She even folded her arms in front of her chest as if she did this sort of thing every day.

“You’ve lasted longer than I expected,” Sea Sister said. “Teen boys twice your size have fallen to my powerful kicks before, and that was after they were allowed to put on proper training armor.”

“Proper … training armor?” I gasped.

“Don’t ask questions,” said Sea Sister, wagging her finger at me. “Focus on beating me. Not that you can, but that’s more productive than wondering about things that are irrelevant to your current predicament.”

I gritted my teeth but said nothing in response. Mostly because I couldn’t. All of my focus was on keeping Sea Sister’s boot from stomping down on my chest and taking me out. It made me regret all of the times I skipped weightlifting with dad because I didn’t want to sweat or because I didn’t enjoy it. Having stronger arms would have made this way easier.

But I had no intention of giving up. If there was one thing I did inherit from Dad, it was his stubbornness and inability to give up even when the odds were stacked against him.

With a thought, two legs popped out of my pole from either end and planted themselves firmly on the floor on either side of me. With the pole supporting itself, I no longer had to hold it myself. I rolled backward from underneath the pole and, getting to my feet, thrust my hand out.

The pole dissipated into light and reappeared in my hands. Without my pole to balance on, Sea Sister lost her footing and staggered forward, almost tripping over her own feet. Sensing my opportunity, I rushed forward and swung my pole at her face, hoping to take her out in one hit.

But Sea Sister caught my pole and twisted it out of my hands. I cried out in pain as Sea Sister twisted my wrist, causing me to let go of my pole, which dissipated into light again.

Sea Sister wasn’t done yet, though. She moved forward and, grabbing me by my arm, whirled around and slammed me against the floor hard enough to make me gasp. I also heard several of the other students gasp, including Courtney, but I was so dizzy from the impact of the crash that I could only just lie there. I was more stunned than hurt, but the idea of getting up and walking around sounded too difficult right now, so I didn’t.

Rising to her full height, Sea Sister looked down at me. “As I said, I didn’t let you land even one hit on me. Do you surrender?”

Although my mind was still dazed from the impact, I nonetheless looked up at Sea Sister and squinted. “No. But I’m pretty sure you will.”

With that, I reached out and grabbed Sea Sister’s ankle. Sea Sister stepped back, but I didn’t let go. I raised a hand up at her and fired a light pole at her, aiming for her stomach.

My pole struck Sea Sister in the stomach. Or so I thought, but then I realized that she had actually caught my pole with both hands and held it back with surprising strength.

Sea Sister smirked. “Neat trick. But that’s all it is: A trick. And tricks can only take you so far.”

Sea Sister yanked her boot out of my hand and kicked me in the chin. The blow shattered my concentration. The light pole I’d summoned vanished into thin air now that I was no longer concentrating on it.

Desperate, I tried to rise to my feet, but Sea Sister got around me and slammed me down onto my chest and stomach. She then pinned me to the floor with one boot, pressing down rather painfully on the small of my back.

“Now do you surrender?” said Sea Sister.

I gritted my teeth but nodded despite my face being against the floor. “I surrender.”

Sea Sister nodded once and stepped off my back. I scrambled to my feet, which Sea Sister didn’t even try to help me with, and turned to look at her. Sea Sister, however, had stopped paying attention to me and was now looking at the rest of the class, seemingly having lost interest in me.

“I hope this demonstration was enlightening,” said Sea Sister. “Although Ashley put up a decent fight, she made a fatal mistake in using her powers right away. Had I been a Guardian or something like that, she would be dead already because I would have closed the distance between us quickly.”

I could see a few students already taking notes, although the vast majority of them were staring at Sea Sister with expressions ranging from fear to respect. Courtney, however, was one of the few taking notes in her Team Watch, typing so fast that her fingers were a blur across her Watch’s holographic keyboard.

Sea Sister continued her lecture, saying, “Furthermore, there were at least three different opportunities that I could have used to outright kill Ashley if I had wanted. And that’s just with my bare hands. Had I decided to use my knife—a likely move if I had been a normal or powerless human—then I could have killed her at least six different times.

“The lesson I want every one of you first-years to take away from this class is that powers are not everything. Superhumans may be super, but we are not gods. Normals can and will kill us if we let our guard down. Understanding how to fight without our powers is equally as important as learning to fight with our powers, if not more so.”

None of the students tried to argue that point with Sea Sister. Neither did I, for that matter. Sea Sister had, after all, just kicked my butt without using her powers even once. Heck, she didn’t even need her weapons.

But I really couldn’t say I was that upset. Yes, I didn’t like getting beaten up by Sea Sister and I found her arrogance irritating, but at the same time, I felt … good. I didn’t feel like how I usually do after I use my powers too often. I did feel a little bit of pain, but not nearly as badly as I expected.

That was good. It was a sign that the Super Pills were working. Even though Sea Sister had basically humiliated me in front of my peers, I didn’t care. The fact that I didn’t immediately need to go to the Clinic afterward made me feel like a winner.

Sea Sister looked at me. “Ashley, you may rejoin your classmates. As for the rest of you, I will be calling up random students to spar with me. We won’t be doing full practice sessions like what I just did with Ashley, but I will be showing you proper fighting form and technique, such as how to throw a punch, kick, dodge, and so on. Those who aren’t practicing should take notes, but everyone will get a chance to practice the basics this morning.”

Grateful that I no longer had to stand in front of my fellow students, I made my way back to my fellow first-years. I immediately took my place next to Courtney as the fat male first-year student from earlier stepped forward to practice with Sea Sister next.

“Are you okay?” Courtney said to me under her breath as we stood near the back of the group. “It looked like Sea Sister hit you pretty hard.”

I rubbed my aching back. “I’m fine. I just need to rest for a little while.”

Courtney frowned and looked at me closely. “Why are you smiling? You didn’t enjoy getting beaten, did you?”

Remembering that Courtney had no idea about my condition, I shook my head and said, “No. I’m just glad it’s over and I don’t have to be Sea Sister’s punching bag anymore.”

“No kidding,” said Courtney. “I thought she was joking when she said that, but she really did treat you like one. Wonder if she was in the military. She reminds me of my uncle who fought in the army for a few years. Same tough as nails attitude.”

I shrugged. I honestly knew very little about Sea Sister’s background. All I knew was that she was the real deal and that I was really looking forward to sleeping in my soft bed tonight. Hopefully, that—

Every single Team Watch began beeping at once. The collective sound of so many Watches beeping together was loud even in the wide-open space of the Gym. Even Sea Sister’s Team Watch beeped loudly, causing her to look at her Watch in surprise.

“Huh?” said Courtney, looking down at her Team Watch. “What’s going on? Is this the Academy’s emergency warning system?”

I had no idea, nor did I get a chance to ask, because beams of holographic light lanced out from the faces of our watches. The beams converged on one spot in the air several feet above us, forming a shining ball of blue light that was impossible to look at directly.

But then the ball began to change. It morphed and shifted, growing limbs, a head, and a chest until we found ourselves looking at the life-sized hologram of a figure I had never seen before in my life.

He looked kind of like a superhero, wearing a red-and-purple spandex suit. The colors of his costume were very dark, however, and his costume looked more like a second layer of skin than a mere costume. On his chest, a stylized tick had been etched into the design of his costume, which looked way too real for comfort.

His helmet reminded me of some kind of insect, complete with fangs on either side of his face. It hid most of his face except for his chin, while his eyes were hidden behind two glowing yellow optics. He wore two metallic gloves on either hand, which were folded tightly into fists.

“Who is that?” said Courtney in confusion. “I’ve never seen him before in my life.”

I hadn’t, either. I looked to Sea Sister, wondering if she might know who he was. Sea Sister, who had been trying to turn off her Team Watch, stopped and stared at the figure in horror as if she knew exactly who he was. And if Sea Sister was afraid of him … uh-oh.

“Hello, students and faculty of the Academy,” said the man, spreading his arms wide. “My apologies for interrupting your very important school lessons. I simply have an important message to deliver to the student body of the Academy. Specifically, it’s a message to a very important first-year student who has just started attending your Academy.”

“A first-year student?” one of my classmates in front of me muttered to a person standing next to him. “Who is he talking about?”

“A better question is, who is he?” said the other student.

As if in answer to their questions, the man said, “The message is this: I am Parasite. And I will burn the entire Academy to the ground to kill Ashley Jason, the daughter of Bolt.”
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Time seemed to freeze when Parasite spoke. Although I was aware of many of my fellow students turning to look at me when Parasite said my name, I paid them no attention. My happiness at knowing the Super Pills worked was washed away when Parasite appeared.

I recognized that name. Parasite. It was the same name as the troll who had spammed my inbox earlier.

Only he wasn’t a troll. And now I realized that his death threat hadn’t been spam.

Parasite spread his hands wide. “I can already guess at all of the questions my little message has caused, especially among the younger students. But know that I don’t make this threat lightly or jokingly. I am serious. I seek nothing less than the death of Ashley Jason and the destruction of the Academy itself. Not necessarily in that order, but I will accomplish both of those goals.”

“He wants to kill you and destroy the Academy?” said Courtney, putting a hand against her lips. Her skin had become pale as snow now. “Please tell me this is a stupid prank.”

Parasite, though, apparently wasn’t done yet. Putting his hands on his hips, he said, “You might be wondering why I want to destroy the Academy. It’s simple: The Academy is corrupt. As an institution, it doesn’t seek to educate or aid young superhumans. It indoctrinates its students into joining the NHA and INJ as a way to grow the power of our corrupt leaders. The Academy can rightly be called the recruiting grounds for a new army of superhumans that the NHA Leadership Council and the INJ’s Leaders want to raise up to take over the world.”

That sounded completely crazy to me. Dad hadn’t said anything about indoctrination when he sent us to the Academy. For that matter, I hadn’t run into any indoctrination since coming here unless Sea Sister was trying to indoctrinate us into becoming her punching bags. Based on the confused faces among my classmates, none of them understood Parasite’s point, either.

“I know many of you students don’t believe me,” said Parasite, “but I ask that you open your eyes. Ask your teachers. Especially ask Night Soldier. If they care so much about you, why have they let a dangerous individual in your ranks? The infamous Ashley Jason, whose mere presence in the Academy is a danger to every student? They don’t care about you. They never have. They will throw you under the bus if you become a ‘problem’ for them. They only use the Academy as a way to weed out the weak superhumans from the strong.”

Then Parasite seemed to look straight at me, even though there was no way he could have possibly known where I was. “Ashley Jason, I know you are attending the Academy as a student. I know which dorm you live in. I know what classes you take. I know everything about you, but you, of course, know nothing about me. I even know the day you are going to die. The day you die will be the day that the Academy dies. And if you think you can trust any of your fellow students to protect you, know that I have allies within the Academy walls who agree with me that the school should be destroyed and that you should die. If you wish to live, then leave the Academy now, otherwise—”

The broadcast suddenly cut out. A holographic image of Night Soldier, sitting behind a wooden desk, replaced Parasite. Night Soldier looked calm and collected, but based on the way he gripped the arms of his chair tightly, I could tell he was much less calm than he seemed.

“Students and faculty of the Academy,” said Night Soldier. “I apologize for the disturbing message that you all just witnessed. It appears that a terrorist known as Parasite managed to hack into the Hectornet and enter the Academy’s emergency message system, which is how he was able to speak to everyone at once. Fortunately, our IT specialists were able to quickly identify the hole Parasite took advantage of and patched it. Therefore, Parasite will likely not do this again anytime soon.”

Worried whispers and murmurs spread throughout my class. Courtney and I exchanged worried looks but said nothing. Neither of us had any idea what was going on, and based on how intently Sea Sister watched Night Soldier’s message, she clearly didn’t, either.

“But we have reason to believe that Parasite’s threats are legitimate,” Night Soldier continued. “Therefore, we are canceling all classes for the rest of the day. All students must return to their respective Team dorms immediately. I haved called a special faculty meeting in the Research Center to discuss this development with the other teachers. While the teachers are at the meeting, I ask that all Top Six students ensure none of their Teammates leave their dorms and that no unauthorized individuals be allowed to enter their Team dorms.”

“They’re canceling all of our classes for the day?” Courtney muttered. “But it’s the first day.”

Almost like he had heard Courtney’s statement, Night Soldier said, “Please understand that this is not a decision I have made lightly. Regular classes will resume tomorrow, but until then, all students must remain in their Team dorms and all meals will be delivered to your dorms for the rest of the day. The Academy is renowned for being the safest superhuman school in the world for a reason. We’ve always protected our students and kept them safe from all dangers and threats. That sometimes means doing hard things and making tough decisions, but again, this is for your best interests. If you have any questions, please direct them to your Team Leader, who will be in regular contact with me and the rest of the faculty until the lockdown is lifted.”

With that, the Night Soldier hologram disappeared into thin air. As soon as Night Soldier vanished, Sea Sister suddenly shouted, “Students! I want everyone to form an orderly line leading out of the Gym. I will ensure you all make it back safely to your dorms.”

Despite how afraid my classmates and I were, something about Sea Sister’s authoritative voice whipped us into action. We formed a mostly orderly line, with Courtney and I standing at the back of the line. The line then began to make its way out of the Gym, with Sea Sister standing at the doors, holding them open and looking at us to make sure we were all leaving and not panicking.

As I passed Sea Sister, however, she grabbed my shoulder and said, “You. Stay.”

I stopped and looked over my shoulder at her. Sea Sister wore a grim expression on her face that I didn’t like one bit.

“What?” I said. “But Night Soldier said all students are supposed to return to their dorms.”

“Everyone except you,” said Sea Sister. She raised her Team Watch. “I got a message from Night Soldier. He said you need to be at the Research Center at the faculty meeting because of Parasite’s specific comments about you.”

“Really?” I said. “I’m not sure I’d have anything to offer. I mean, I’m just a student. I don’t know anything about this Parasite guy. Heck, I didn’t know he even existed until today.”

“It’s not about what you know,” said Sea Sister. “It’s about who Parasite is and why he wants you dead. And it has nothing to do with your condition.”

“Her condition?” said Courtney, who I hadn’t realized had stopped, too. “What condition?”

“It doesn’t concern you,” said Sea Sister. She pointed at the line of first-year students making their way back to the dorms. “Now go and rejoin your classmates. Although Ashley might have been called to the meeting, you were not. Don’t worry, though. You’ll see your friend again soon enough.”

Courtney frowned but nodded and said to me, “Good luck, Ash,” before running off to join the others.

I waved goodbye at Courtney as she left, but I couldn’t ignore the sinking feeling in my stomach. Although I still wasn’t sure I considered Courtney a friend per se, she was one of the few people at the Academy I knew and liked to some degree. With Courtney gone, that meant I’d be alone with Sea Sister, although if all of the teachers were going to be at the meeting, then maybe Professor Hernandez would be there, too.

Somehow, though, I sensed that Professor Hernandez’s presence—or lack thereof—at the meeting would not change things very much either way. It was not, I suspected, going to be a very fun meeting for me or anyone else.

-

The Research Center was located near the front of the Academy campus, just behind the Auditorium. It was apparently a completely different building from the Nathanial Hernandez Science Building, which confused me at first, especially when Sea Sister led me away from the Science Building. According to Sea Sister, the Science Building was where students could do scientific experiments and research while the Research Center was where Professor Hernandez and some of the other faculty did their research. It was also regularly used for staff and faculty meetings thanks to its large meeting room, which was why Night Soldier had called everyone there.

When Sea Sister and I entered the meeting room, it was already nearly full. A long wooden table ran the length of the room, with twelve teachers divided evenly sitting on either side of it. I recognized Night Soldier right away, who sat at the head of the table with a troubled expression on his face, and also Professor Hernandez sitting a couple of seats down from Night Soldier. Professor Hernandez looked just as troubled as Night Soldier and didn’t even smile at me when he and the other faculty saw me and Sea Sister enter.

Indeed, the general tone of the room was somber and serious. It was almost tense. The other teachers, I mostly didn’t recognize, although a particularly well-dressed female teacher shot me an annoyed glare as if I was somehow responsible for all of our current problems.

“Ah, Joan, Ashley,” said Night Soldier as we entered. He gestured at two empty seats at the end of the table. “Please take a seat.”

“Sorry, Headmaster,” said Sea Sister as she and I sat down in the only two open seats. Which put me at the other end of the table and made me feel like the center of attention. “Without any Top Six students nearby, I had to ensure that my class made it safely back to their dorms.”

“That’s fine,” said Night Soldier. He rubbed his forehead. “As faculty, the safety of our students always comes first.”

“Which is why we have her here, right?” said the well-dressed young woman I’d noticed before. She looked at me when she said that, clear distaste on her features. “The sick one.”

I winced when the woman said that. I guess she was the one who didn’t want me in the school. Night Soldier had said some of the faculty didn’t want me here. I hadn’t realized they would be so … blunt about it, though.

“She has a condition, Anna,” said Night Soldier gently but firmly, “and please show some civility. I understand that Parasite’s message has made us all tense and stressed, but that doesn’t give you an excuse to attack one of our own students.”

The woman, apparently named Anna, bowed her head. “You and I both knew this would happen, Roger, when you accepted Ashley into the Academy. Don’t act so surprised that everything’s happening exactly like I said it would.”

Although I was really nervous being the center of attention of so many teachers, Anna’s last sentence made me intensely curious. “What do you mean? Did you guys know Parasite would threaten to destroy the Academy if I came here or something?”

“Sort of,” said Night Soldier. “It’s hard to explain. We just didn’t expect him to do it so soon.”

“With all due respect, sir, that’s not good enough,” I said. “If you knew about this Parasite guy, how come you didn’t tell me or my parents about him?”

“Your parents know who he is, though,” said Night Soldier, “and they trust us to keep you safe.”

“They do?” I said. “But they never mentioned him to me before.”

“For good reason,” said another teacher, a thirty-something man who was in even better shape than Night Soldier, sitting on the left side of the table, exactly halfway between me and Night Soldier. “No one really likes to talk about him.”

“Why not?” I said. I looked around at the faculty. “Who is Parasite? And why are you all afraid to talk about him?”

“Because he’s not just a terrorist,” said Night Soldier. “Or even simply a supervillain. He’s the Academy’s greatest enemy … and our greatest failure.”
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When Night Soldier said that, the other teachers shifted uncomfortably in their seats. Even Sea Sister looked distinctly uncomfortable when Night Soldier described Parasite that way. And unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, some of the teachers even looked guilty.

Me, though, I was still confused. “When you say he’s the Academy’s greatest failure, do you mean—”

“He was a student,” said Night Soldier. He sighed and looked at the table. “Three years ago, Parasite was a student at the Academy known as Rodrigo Mesa. Like you, he was from Texas. He was also a member of Team Justice and was on his way to becoming one of the best students in the school. Some of us even believed he had the potential to become a Top Six student, which is no mean feat given how high the standards are for such a position.”

“We really should have seen his betrayal coming, though,” said Anna. “He was always a creepy kid.”

“Betrayal?” I said. “What betrayal? What caused him to leave the Academy?”

No one answered immediately, but based on the looks the teachers shared with each other, I could tell I had accidentally hit a nerve.

“He didn’t leave the Academy,” said Night Soldier. “Not voluntarily, at least. We were forced to kick him out because—”

“He was a murderer,” said Sea Sister. “Plain and simple.”

My eyes bulged. “A murderer? And you guys let him into the Academy anyway?”

“We didn’t know,” Night Soldier said, shaking his head. “He was a promising, intelligent young student with potential for greatness. We were all devastated when he became the monster he is today.”

Professor Hernandez held up three fingers. “Parasite murdered three students over a year. He did it without anyone even suspecting him, carefully covering his tracks and killing his victims in a way to avoid casting suspicion on him. It was a tense year at the Academy because, before those murders, no one had ever been killed on campus, not even accidentally.”

“It spooked the parents of the students enough that there was serious talk of taking their kids out of school and sending them abroad to foreign schools,” said Anna. “That’s how bad it got. The Academy’s reputation was damaged by our inability to protect those three students, which was another reason we worked hard to find out who killed them.”

“They are referred to as the Academy Murders online,” said Night Soldier, “so if you ever want to do more research on them, use that term on your favorite search engine.”

I pushed back a stray strand of brown hair uncertainly. “But … why? Why did Parasite murder three students? What did he stand to gain from killing them? Was he just that crazy?”

“It had to do with Parasite’s power,” said Professor Hernandez. He took his glasses off his face and wiped them with his right sleeve. “Parasite could steal the powers of other superhumans … but only by drinking their blood. And the easiest way to do that, of course, is by killing people.”

My hands flew to my mouth. “What? You knew about his powers yet let him come to the Academy anyway?”

“That was the main reason no one suspected Parasite for so long,” said Night Soldier. He sipped his water bottle. “We initially believed that Parasite’s power was camouflage. It was the first power he manifested and the one he used regularly around others. He told us that he didn’t have any powers before his camouflage ability manifested. We took him at his word because … well, we didn’t have any contradicting information.”

“Couldn’t you have asked his parents?” I said. “Surely they would have been able to tell you what his real power was.”

“He doesn’t have parents,” said Sea Sister. “Not anymore, anyway. His dad died before he was born, his mom died about a year before we discovered him, and he doesn’t have any other living relatives that we know of. He was living at an orphanage when we found him and the orphanage director confirmed that he showed no signs of having any sort of powers before his camouflage ability manifested when he turned sixteen.”

I took my hands off my mouth. “Did he hide his real power so he could get into the Academy?”

“Nailed it on the head,” said Night Soldier. “And it makes sense. Aside from Hero Island, the Academy is the single largest concentration of superhumans in the country. Perfect hunting ground for someone as literally power-hungry as Parasite.”

I shivered. “But why did he want so many powers? Don’t tell me he wanted to take over the world.”

“We’re not sure,” said Night Soldier, stroking his chin. “Parasite once said to me that he felt an overwhelming hunger to ‘eat’ powers, but I’m not sure he was being truthful. In any case, we did eventually discover that he was the killer and that he had been planning up to thirty more murders before we caught him. The students he killed were Top Six students or students who were about to become Top Six.”

“In other words, he targeted the most powerful students he could find,” said Professor Hernandez. “Personally, I think he was driven by a hunger for power more than anything. I think he just wants to be the most powerful superhuman in the world.”

“What did you do with him after you found out he was the murderer?” I said. “Did you send him to jail?”

“We tried,” said Night Soldier. “We cornered him in his dorm and tried to arrest him. But then Parasite escaped by blasting a hole open in his dorm and then through the Academy’s fence. He’s been on the run ever since.”

“One of the clues that helped us figure out he was the murderer came from his hometown,” said Professor Hernandez. “About a month before Parasite’s powers first manifested, a superhero known as Camo, who could blend in with his surroundings, was found murdered in his home about a mile north of the orphanage that Parasite was staying at. Police originally assumed he was murdered by the Guardians of Humanity, but when they realized that there were no Guardian sightings in that area for months …”

“What Dean here is getting at is that Parasite has been killing for a long time,” said Anna. “It’s probably safe to assume that he’s killed more supers since then and added even more powers to his arsenal.”

“Why hasn’t anyone stopped him?” I said. “He sounds way more dangerous than most supervillains. Why haven’t the G-Men or someone caught him yet?”

“Because, as I said, he’s very intelligent and very good at hiding and covering his tracks,” Night Soldier explained. “Parasite knows how to keep a low profile. He’s consistently topped the G-Men’s list of Most Wanted Supervillains for the last three years running, but no one has seen or heard from him at all until about half an hour ago.”

“You mean he just disappeared after he escaped the Academy?” I said. “No one knew where he went?”

“Yes,” said Night Soldier. “Which is why his message took all of us by surprise. Truthfully, I’d hoped that Parasite had left the country to avoid getting arrested, but it looks like he’s still here and still hates the Academy.”

“Because we dared to try to hold him accountable for his ‘hunger,’ ” said Anna. She rolled her eyes. “What a loser.”

“A loser who is the super equivalent of a Swiss army knife,” Professor Hernandez pointed out. “I wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss him as a ‘loser’ if I were you, Anna.”

“I’m just saying what everyone else is thinking,” said Anna. “Namely, that Parasite is a creepy little freak who thinks that he’s going to be the next Master Chaos or Tsunami when he’s more like a Mimic.”

“He does represent a danger to all of us,” said Night Soldier. “He may not be Master Chaos or Tsunami level of danger, but he’s still a threat.”

“Where did he get that costume from, I wonder?” said the same male teacher in the middle of the table again. “If he’s been on the run for the last three years, I kind of doubt he’s had the money to pay for a costume that nice.”

“Perhaps Parasite stole it from a costume shop or manufacturer,” said Sea Sister.

“Or he has an unknown benefactor none of us are aware of,” said Night Soldier, stroking his chin, “though for the life of me I can’t imagine who would want to fund a madman like him.”

“Probably the Guardians of Humanity,” said Anna with a scowl. “Those idiots might hate supers, but it would be just like Overkill to pit supers against each other like this.”

“Who are the Guardians of Humanity?” I said, looking around at the teachers again. “Sea Sister mentioned them to me but didn’t really explain who they are.”

“In short, the Guardians of Humanity are a group of normal supremacists who hate supers,” Professor Hernandez explained. “They don’t merely hate supers, though. They believe that supers are a threat to humanity and even to the world and have made it their life’s mission to eliminate as many supers as they can.”

“They use a variety of means to accomplish that goal,” said Sea Sister, “but their preferred technique is to spray an unsuspecting super with powerless gas and shoot them to death. It was a technique pioneered by the infamous Neo-Killer, basically the inspiration for their ideology, over sixteen years ago during the Middle Age.”

“And who is Overkill?” I said. “Their leader?”

“Bingo,” said Night Soldier. “He’s the leader and founder of the Guardians of Humanity and also the most dangerous. He’s killed more supers than any other individual Guardian and, like Parasite, has never been caught, even though he consistently ranks number two on the G-Men’s Most Wanted list every year.”

“He was number one before Parasite came along and stole that spot from him,” said Anna, “which is why I think he’s working with Overkill.”

“Doesn’t make sense to me,” said Professor Hernandez. “I’ve studied the Guardians of Humanity for a long time now and, for all their faults, they are pretty consistent in their hatred of supers. They would never ally with or support any super, even a super who killed other supers. It’s just not logical.”

“Whether Parasite has allies outside of the Academy, we cannot say,” said Night Soldier. He sat upright. “Parasite claims to have allies within the Academy, but he could be lying. Until we know for sure, we are going to take all precautions necessary to keep one man from simply waltzing into the Academy and slaughtering all of our students.”

“Or just one,” I said. “Namely, me. Why did he single out me specifically? I didn’t even know he existed until today.” I clutched my chest. “He mentioned my condition. He knows I have Hernandez’s Disease. How?”

An uncomfortable silence fell across the gathered teachers, including Night Soldier. That only increased my anxiety, making me wonder if I was really as safe as they said I was.

“We don’t know,” said Night Soldier finally. “Rumors of your condition have been circulating around campus for quite some time—”

“Yeah, I noticed,” I said, perhaps a bit more harshly than I intended. “It was the first thing that the guard at the gate told us when we got here yesterday.”

A strong hand grabbed my shoulder and I looked to my right to see Sea Sister had grabbed me. Though her expression was calm, her strong grip was enough to tell me that she wasn’t nearly as calm as she looked.

“Ashley,” said Sea Sister, “show some respect to your Headmaster. It isn’t Roger’s fault that these rumors have spread. Do not act like it is.”

I was tempted to argue with Sea Sister, but her strong grip told me that wasn’t a very wise idea. Didn’t mean I was going to let Night Soldier off the hook, though, or ignore the fact that Parasite’s announcement was probably going to make people fear me even more than they already did.

Regardless, I nodded and said to Night Soldier, “Sorry, sir. I won’t talk like that to you again.”

Night Soldier nodded. “Apology accepted. Now we need to move on to what we will do next.”

“What is there to do next?” said Anna. “The Academy already has the best security of any school. How can we possibly improve it? I really don’t think one guy could enter the Academy without any of us knowing.”

“Normally, I would agree with you, Anna,” said Night Soldier. He tapped his Team Watch and a holographic map of the entire Academy campus appeared on the table suddenly. “But remember, Parasite hasn’t been seen in three years. And I sincerely doubt he’s been sleeping during that time. He probably has a whole new arsenal of powers at his disposal.”

“That we know nothing about,” said Anna. She rubbed her temples. “Oh, joy.”

“I will discuss with the Chief of Security what we will do to boost the Academy’s security until Parasite has been taken care of,” said Night Soldier. “In the meantime, however, we need to find a way to keep Ashley safe, which is our more immediate problem.”

I folded my arms in front of my chest. “Like how? Are you going to assign a bodyguard to me or something?”

“No,” said Night Soldier, shaking his head. “We couldn’t afford one even if we wanted to, plus it would make the other students needlessly anxious if they saw you walking around with a bodyguard. No, I’ve got a better idea. Hector?”

A holographic ball of light suddenly appeared in the air over the map of the Academy. The ball was bright and rainbow-colored, making it hard to look at directly.

“You rang, Headmaster?” said the rainbow ball, which had a rather sassy tone to it.

“Yes, I did, Hector,” said Night Soldier. “I know you are aware of the Parasite problem. Until we deal with Parasite, I need you to keep a close eye on Ashley Jason.”

“Ashley Jason?” said Hector. The ball suddenly flashed next to me and began flying around me like an annoying fly. “Hmmm … I don’t see what’s so special about this one, but I can keep an eye on her.”

“What the—?” I said, blinking rapidly as Hector’s spherical form darted around me. “Isn’t Hector the Academy’s AI?”

“Yes,” said Night Soldier with a nod. “Hector already knows where you are at all times within the campus thanks to the Hectornet. Going forward, Hector will act as both your assistant and bodyguard. He will keep careful track of your movements, use Academy cameras to make sure no one sneaks up on you, and report to us if anything happens to you.”

“I can also play a mean banjo,” said Hector, his holographic sphere coming to a stop a few inches from my face, “although it’s technically just a recording of a banjo, seeing as I lack a physical body to play one.”

I wasn’t sure whether to be happy that Night Soldier had given me extra protection or be annoyed by Hector’s overly flamboyant personality. He was definitely different from Valerie, my Dad’s AI assistant, who was a lot more polite and quiet.

Thinking of Dad, I said, “Do my parents know about Parasite yet?”

“They do,” said Night Soldier. “Your parents are working right now, but I’ll be talking to them later today. I will let them know all of the measures we are going to take to ensure your safety. You are not going anywhere if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

I nodded. Knowing my parents, they would obviously be worried sick if they learned that some terrorist was planning to kill me. But my parents also trusted the Academy a lot, so I doubted they would pull me out just yet.

“Now we still have many things to do,” said Night Soldier. “I imagine the NHA and INJ are both going to want to know about this and the G-Men will probably be interested in Parasite’s message as well. Ashley, you may return to your Team dorm. Hector will escort you, while the faculty and I will remain here to discuss our next steps.”

With a quick nod, I stood up and followed Hector’s glowing form out of the room. As I did so, I glanced over my shoulder to see the faculty deep in discussion already. Professor Hernandez did give me a quick smile and wave goodbye, while Anna just looked relieved that I was leaving.

I was, too. Because I was quite sure that the Academy couldn’t protect me after this meeting.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Arriving in the Team Justice dorm, I found the common area on the first floor was completely packed. Students from every year were scattered everywhere, with some playing video games on the TVs and computers, others chatting and joking with friends, and a few showing off their powers to their friends, and a handful actually doing their homework. It was the most amount of people I’d ever seen in the common area of the Team Justice dorm at once, though that didn’t say much given how I’d only been here a day.

I was surprised. I’d expected the commons to be empty at this time of day. But then I remembered that Night Soldier had ordered all of the students back to their dorms and canceled all classes for the rest of the day. That meant that all of the Team Justice students were stuck together in the dorms, rather than scattered across campus like they usually were.

The room was so loud and chaotic that no one noticed me at first until a second-year student sitting on the floor a few feet away looked at me and gasped. “It’s Ashley Jason!”

As if on cue, all of the students turned their attention from whatever they were doing to look at me. Having over one hundred and fifty sets of eyes set on me was anxiety-inducing all by itself, but it became even worse when the students surged forward and surrounded me like a pack of lions. It became a hundred times worse when they started yelling questions at me so fast that I found it impossible to focus on any one student:

“Ashley, what did Night Soldier and the teachers tell you?”

“Are we gonna be safe from Parasite?”

“Is it true that you’re sick with some kind of infectious disease?”

“Why did Parasite single you out?”

“Will you go out with me?”

That last question came from a male second-year student who I had never seen before in my life, holding out a bouquet of wilted flowers toward me. I had no idea if he was being serious or if it was another joke like Jake’s friend Ken.

Regardless, I was this close to using my powers to carve out a path through the students when a familiar voice shouted, “Everyone, stop!”

Joey shouldered his way through the crowd, though he really didn’t need to. The other students parted to let him through like he was some kind of important politician or celebrity. My heart fluttered when I saw Joey coming toward me and skipped a beat when Joey stopped beside me.

Joey looked at the other students with an authoritative look on his face. “I know that everyone here is worried and anxious about the Parasite situation. We all want answers and we all want to know we’re going to be safe. But mobbing Ashley for answers isn’t the way to do it. The Headmaster and faculty will announce to the whole school what they will do about Parasite tomorrow. Until then, leave Ashley alone, unless you’re going to offer her condolences for being targeted by a literal terrorist.”

It was amazing how Joey just stormed in and took charge like that. Yes, Joey was the Top Student of Team Justice, which meant that he had authority over the rest of us, but it was clear to me that the other students actually respected him. Not because he was the boss, but rather because he’d earned their respect.

Quite a few students looked disappointed at not getting their questions answered right away, but no one dared to argue with Joey. The crowd dissipated, with some of the students going back to whatever they were doing before I entered, while others made their way down the hallways, likely returning to their dorm rooms.

I breathed a sigh of relief and looked at Joey gratefully. “Thanks, Joey. I mean it.”

“No problem,” said Joey. “I can’t imagine what you must be going through right now. First you nearly kill yourself at the Neo-Duel yesterday and then today you learn that you’re the number one target of the most dangerous super terrorist in the country. You have enough stress already, I think.”

Dang it. Why did Joey have to be both handsome and the gentleman incarnate? My resolve not to make any friends in the Academy was crumbling in the face of the best-looking yet sweetest guy I knew.

Realizing that I was starting to stare, I said, “That’s putting it mildly. But how did you know that the faculty will announce how they’re going to deal with Parasite tomorrow? Did they tell you?”

Joey smirked. “Nope. It was a lie to get everyone off your back.”

I frowned. “Oh. Can’t say I don’t appreciate it, but—”

“No, I understand,” said Joey. “But if there’s one thing I’ve learned during my time in this school, it’s that sometimes you need to cast illusions to get what you want. Sometimes you have to say things to make people feel better, even if none of it is actually true. I don’t like it any more than you do, but life is what it is. The sincerity came from my theater background. I’m something of an amateur actor.”

I nodded. I couldn’t really criticize his willingness to lie. After all, I had to lie to everyone so far about my condition. I certainly didn’t have the moral high ground to condemn Joey for doing what he needed to do to keep the peace. And no, it had nothing to do with the fact that he was so hot I was afraid I’d burn myself if I touched him. Though touching Joey did sound awfully nice right about now …

“Ashley!” said Courtney, suddenly appearing out of nowhere at my side. “So glad you’re back! Are you okay? How did your meeting with the teachers go?”

“Um,” I said, looking at Courtney, “it went fine, Courtney. I—”

“Yes, I, too, am pleased to see you back,” said Barrett, also appearing out of nowhere on my other side. “I was extremely worried when I got the Parasite message during my Powers class this morning and even more worried for you.”

“Barrett?” I said, looking at Barrett again. “Where have you been?”

“Waiting for the crowd that nearly mobbed you to disperse, naturally,” said Barrett. He shook his head and looked around at the other students with obvious disgust on his face. “Such disrespect. In Superbia, we would never mob someone for answers like that. I am not impressed.”

Before I could respond to that, Joey held up his hands and said, “Hey, Ash, I’m glad you’re okay, but I need to go. I’ll leave you to talk with your friends. I just wanted to stick around long enough to make sure you returned to the dorms safely. See you later.”

With that, Joey walked off. I watched him head out of the commons longingly, wishing he would stay here with me. I didn’t even care that he called Barrett and Courtney my friends when they actually weren’t. Joey could say anything to me and I would probably agree with it even if it was an outright lie.

“So …” Courtney looked at Barrett. “Hi.”

“Er, hi,” said Barrett. “I take it you are one of Ashley’s friends?”

Snapping out of my desire for Joey, I looked from Courtney to Barrett and back again. “Oh, sorry. Barrett, this is Courtney. Courtney, this is Barrett. He’s a foreign exchange student from Superbia.”

“Really?” said Courtney, looking at Barrett in surprise. “That’s so cool. I’ve never met anyone from Superbia before. Always wanted to visit, though.”

“You are in luck, then,” said Barrett with a bow. “I was born and raised in Superbia, so I know more about it than anyone else.”

“I’ll have to ask you about it later,” said Courtney. She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose and looked at me in concern. “So what happened, Ashley? I know Joey said the teachers would tell us tomorrow, but I was hoping you might be able to tell me, at least.”

“I do not know how the faculty of this school will handle this Parasite figure,” said Barrett, “but I can assure you that if this was Superbia, Parasite would have been tracked down and imprisoned for threatening the Institute and our students already. In Superbia, the safety of the young is one of our national values. He might even be executed outright, which someone like him would obviously deserve.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “That’s, er, what I’m sure the NHA, INJ, and G-Men are planning to do to Parasite if they can find him. Apparently, he’s been on the run for the past three years and this is the first anyone’s heard of him in years.”

Barrett shook his head. “Shameful. I know America is bigger than Superbia, but I cannot imagine any such villain being allowed to run free in Superbia for even three days, much less three years. Although I find it odd that a superhuman is threatening to kill other superhumans.”

“What’s so odd about that?” said Courtney. “They’re called supervillains. Not to be disrespectful, but don’t they have those in Superbia?”

“No,” Barrett said, shaking his head. “Do you not agree that superhumans, being a global minority, should spend less time fighting each other and more time helping each other? My father always says that we superhumans need to unite if we are to protect ourselves from those who would wish to harm us and step on our rights.”

“I guess that’s not a bad idea,” I said with a shrug, “but honestly, I’m too independent for that sort of thing. I mean, what’s the alternative? Parasite targeting normals instead?”

“I’m not saying Parasite should target normals, per se,” said Barrett, holding up his hands, “but it pains me to see superhumans fighting each other. In Superbia, we have neither superheroes nor supervillains. We are simply super, all of us. It disheartens me to see that that is not true in all countries where superhumans live.”

“Maybe you have a point,” I said, “but my dad has always made it clear that we’re supposed to use our powers to protect the innocent. Sometimes that means defending people from normals, sometimes it means defending them from other supers.”

Barrett shrugged. “I guess I still have much to learn about how superhumans outside of Superbia live. That’s one of the reasons my father sent me abroad. He wanted me to see how superhumans in other countries live. Thus, the Parasite situation has been quite educational for me so far, much more educational than any class I’ve taken.”

I frowned. I knew Barrett wasn’t American, but the way he talked about the Parasite situation being ‘educational’ sounded weird to me. It was almost like he was taking notes, though maybe I shouldn’t have been so surprised. Like Barrett said, they apparently didn’t have supervillains in Superbia, so this was probably his first real experience with them.

“I think it’s more scary than educational,” said Courtney, wringing her hands. “It’s one thing to read about supervillain attacks online or see them on TV. But actually being friends with someone who is being targeted by a real supervillain … it feels so unreal.”

“What do your parents think of this, Courtney?” I said. “Have you contacted them yet?”

“No, not yet,” said Courtney, shaking her head, “but I probably should. Hopefully, they won’t be too worried. They’re normals, so they might not understand—”

“Your parents are normals?” Barrett interrupted. He looked at Courtney oddly when he said that.

“Uh, yeah,” said Courtney, scratching the back of her head. “Why?”

“Oh … it’s nothing,” said Barrett. “I am aware that normals can have super children, but I’ve never met a super with normal parents before. In Superbia, all super children have super parents. Not that it’s a problem, of course. I just find it interesting is all. Another difference between America and Superbia.”

I frowned. Barrett was polite enough to Courtney, I suppose, but something told me he wasn’t quite as ‘okay’ with Courtney’s normal parents as he let on. Of course, given his background, that made sense, but I still thought he wasn’t being entirely upfront about his feelings.

Courtney, on the other hand, just shrugged and said, “Yeah, I guess so. There aren’t too many normals in Superbia, are there?”

“Not many at all,” said Barrett in agreement, “which is another interesting thing I find about America. I’ve never been a minority in my life. It is … different, to be sure.”

“It’s not that bad,” I said. “Normals are pretty nice people overall, even if they don’t always understand us supers.”

“Perhaps,” said Barrett. “I—”

A ringing noise suddenly could be heard coming from Barrett’s pocket. Barrett immediately pulled out his phone and grimaced. “Ah. Speaking of parents, my mother is calling me. I assume she’s probably heard about the Parasite situation. It makes sense. I imagine the faculty must have called my family right away.”

“Why would the faculty call your family so quickly?” I said. “They haven’t even contacted my family yet and I’m the one Parasite personally threatened.”

Barrett, however, apparently didn’t hear me. He just waved goodbye at us as he answered his phone and walked away down the hallway, probably looking for somewhere more private and quiet than the commons area to talk to his mom. Even so, I could hear his mom’s loud voice over the phone, asking Barrett if he was okay and how he was doing. When Barrett stepped into his dorm and closed the door behind him, I couldn’t hear his mom at all anymore.

“He’s kind of weird, isn’t he?” said Courtney.

“Who?” I said, looking at Courtney. “Barrett?”

“Yeah,” said Courtney with a nod. “I mean, he’s polite and all, but he’s really different from every other student I’ve met so far. I bet it’s because he’s from Superbia.”

“Probably,” I said. “I think he’s still adjusting to our culture.”

“Definitely,” said Courtney. She sighed. “He is a bit cute, though, I’ll give him that much.”

“Can’t disagree with that,” I said, “though he’s not really my type.”

Courtney flashed me a mischievous grin. “You mean like Joey?”

Courtney’s comment was like a bucket of cold water dropped on me suddenly. I stared at her in shock. “Wait, what? What do you mean, ‘like Joey’?”

Courtney giggled. “I saw the way you were looking at him. I don’t even need my glasses to see that you fancy him quite a bit.”

My face flushed. “Uh, he’s nice.”

Courtney laughed. “ ‘He’s nice’? Come on, Ashley. You don’t look at ‘nice’ guys that way. You look at really hot guys that way.”

I bit my lower lip. “Is it really that obvious?”

“To me,” said Courtney. She shrugged. “But then, I’m a romantic at heart. Not that I’ve ever had a boyfriend, but I love romance in general. And I can’t blame you. Joey’s a real gentleman. Literally. His superhero name is Gentleman.”

“It is?” I said. “I didn’t know he had a superhero name.”

“Sure,” said Courtney. “I learned that all first-year students can pick their superhero names in the Costumes class. I was talking to another fourth-year girl earlier and she told me Joey’s name.”

“Gentleman,” I repeated. “As superhero names go, that’s not inaccurate.”

“Not even remotely,” said Courtney. She sighed. “I haven’t picked out a name for myself yet, though. What about you?”

I shook my head. “Same here. I’ve been too busy with other things to think about a superhero name.”

That was partly true. With everything that had happened over the last couple of days, picking out a superhero name was the least of my worries.

But really, I didn’t want to be a superhero. I was only here to get treatment for my condition, though I supposed I’d have to pick out a name at some point.

Speaking of my condition, my first meeting with Professor Hernandez was tonight. Hopefully, the curfew wouldn’t affect my nightly reports with Professor Hernandez because I wanted to tell him that the Super Pill seemed to be working so far.

Which was the best news I’d heard since coming here, to be frank, which was kind of sad when you think about it.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Hmmm …” Professor Hernandez opened a holographic notepad in the air and began scribbling on it. “Blood pressure looks good … heart rate normal … pulse is healthy …”

I sat in the chair opposite Professor Hernandez’s desk, doing my best to wait while Professor Hernandez took his notes. He glanced at the heart monitor on his desk, which showed my vitals. The arm wrap for the blood pressure monitor sat to the side, for which I was grateful because I hated having to wear those things. Yes, they may have been necessary to check my blood pressure, but that didn’t mean I enjoyed feeling my arm get squeezed to death.

“All right,” said Professor Hernandez as he finished scribbling his notes. He smiled at me. “Your vitals look good and you said you felt good during your Combat class this morning after using your powers, right?”

I grimaced. “After Sea Sister stopped beating me like a bean bag, sure.”

“I mean that your powers didn’t harm you,” said Professor Hernandez. “Sea Sister informed me that you used your powers several times during the training sessions with no obvious signs of stress or pain.”

“She told you that?” I said. “When?”

“After the faculty meeting earlier,” said Professor Hernandez. “Sea Sister and I chatted for a bit afterward. She gave me her side of your practice session against her.”

“What did she say?” I said curiously.

“She said you weren’t entirely horrible,” said Professor Hernandez with a slight smile.

I sighed and slumped in my chair. “Yeah, that sounds like something she’d say.”

“Cheer up,” said Professor Hernandez. “Sea Sister has a reputation for being the toughest teacher in the entire school. Even most of the Top Six students struggle to gain her respect. I’ve worked with Sea Sister long enough to know that when she says that a student—especially a first-year—wasn’t ‘entirely horrible,’ that means she sees a lot of potential in you and is excited to see where you’re going.”

I frowned. “Are you sure that’s what she means? Because it sounds like a backhanded compliment to me.”

“I’m sure,” said Professor Hernandez. He paused. “But yes, she is kind of a jerk. I’ll give you that.”

I chuckled, but said, “But yeah, I felt almost normal when I used my powers against her in Combat class this morning. My heart did feel a little tight, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as how I felt during my duel with Joey. I think the Super Pill is working.”

Professor Hernandez took a few more quick notes on his holopad as I spoke. “It’s amazing.”

“What is?”

Professor Hernandez looked up from his holopad. “That the Super Pill is working so quickly. Most medicines, especially experimental medicines, take a couple of weeks at least before they start to have any noticeable effects. Yet you have reported seeing improvement in your condition after only a couple of days of taking the Super Pill. Most intriguing.”

I brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “I noticed that, too. Why is that?”

“I don’t know,” said Professor Hernandez with a smile. “But that’s why I’m giving you the Super Pill in the first place. You’re our very first test experiment. Therefore, everything you report to me is literally groundbreaking. With your help, we just might be able to develop a treatment or maybe even an outright cure for Hernandez’s Disease.”

I smiled as well. Normally I would have been a lot less optimistic than Professor Hernandez. Having experienced firsthand the positive effects of the Super Pill, though, I agreed with him that we might very well be on the cusp of a cure. I might live past the age of 21. I might be able to get married and have kids. I might be able to have a normal life.

There was suddenly a light at the end of the tunnel I called life. It wasn’t a very big or bright light, nor was it very close, but the light was there and I could see it. Hope that I hadn’t felt in a long time bubbled within me, even if it was tempered by the knowledge that the Super Pill hadn’t actually cured me yet.

Professor Hernandez shuffled his papers. “While it is nice to celebrate and report on success, we can’t truly perfect the Super Pill unless we know of its negative side effects in addition to its positive ones. Have you noticed any negative changes in your body since you started taking the Pill? Headaches, stomach aches, dizziness, and so on?”

I frowned and thought really hard about what Professor Hernandez was asking. “Hmmm … honestly, professor, I haven’t noticed any particular negative side effects since taking the Pill. I feel pretty much the same as always.”

“Now that is interesting,” said Professor Hernandez. He took a few more notes. “All upsides, no downsides. Perhaps I’m cleverer than I thought.”

I looked at Professor Hernandez curiously. “What do you mean? Were you expecting me to say I’m feeling bad whenever I take the Pill?”

“Not exactly,” said Professor Hernandez. “It’s just that most medicine usually has some sort of side effects, though I’ll admit that the same medicine can affect different people differently. It helps that you’re already a healthy young girl aside from your condition.”

“I think you were worried about something other than me experiencing normal medical side effects,” I said. “What were you expecting?”

Professor Hernandez sighed, but looked at me and said, “Well … I was expecting that you might lose your powers.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why would I lose my powers?”

Professor Hernandez rubbed his forehead. “Because that’s how some other experimental treatments for Hernandez’s Disease work. By disabling the part of the brain that gives you supers your powers, you can’t hurt yourself anymore.”

“But I thought you said there weren’t any treatments for my condition,” I said.

“There really aren’t,” Professor Hernandez admitted. “Notice I said ‘experimental’ treatments. I am not the only neogeneticist trying to cure Hernandez’s Disease. There’s Nigel Watson in the UK and, of course, Howard Sycamore in Superbia, but only a handful of us are working on it and we don’t really work together. The procedure I described to you is one being tested in the UK at the moment, though with mixed results.”

I put a hand on my head. “I didn’t even realize it was possible to disable a superhuman’s powers by messing with their brain. That sounds painful.”

“It’s not,” said Professor Hernandez, “but as I said, it has mixed results at the moment. The human brain is a complex thing, more powerful and complicated than any supercomputer. Figuring out which parts cause people to have powers and which parts don’t is … not easy, as you might imagine.”

I nodded. I was no brain surgeon myself, but I was well aware of how complicated the human brain was. When I was first diagnosed with Hernandez’s Disease, I tried to research the human brain, but quickly gave up when I got confused by all of the research available. Part of the reason I wanted to go to the Academy was so I could take Professor Hernandez’s neogenetics course, which was hopefully designed with ignorant teenagers like me in mind.

“I’m frankly uncomfortable with those experiments,” said Professor Hernandez. “They might not be unethical, but I don’t trust myself not to break something if I go poking around in a person’s brain. I am much more comfortable with giving people medicine and closely monitoring how their bodies react to said medicine instead. Much safer.”

“Yeah,” I said, rubbing my head. “I’m not sure I want someone poking around in my brain, anyway. That’s where I think.”

Professor Hernandez chuckled and looked at his notes again. “All right. With your vitals looking good, the pain from using your powers significantly diminished, and no negative side effects so far, I’d say that covers it for tonight. I want you to keep taking the Super Pill, one per day every night before you go to bed, for the next three months or so. I also want to keep seeing you at my office every night before you go to bed, along with a complete report of how you felt during the day.”

“So basically, just keep doing what we’re doing, right?” I said. “No changes?”

“None right now,” said Professor Hernandez. “But if you do notice any negative effects, feel free to contact me via your Team Watch. I’m available for discussion pretty much any time, though if I’m teaching a class, I might be less available than at other times. Just a heads up.”

“Gotcha,” I said as I stood up. I stretched and looked at my Watch. “Well, it’s eight-thirty and curfew is at ten. I should be going back to my dorm before it gets too late.”

“Good idea,” said Professor Hernandez, “but can you stay for just a little while longer? There’s something else I want to discuss with you. It’s about Parasite.”

I looked at Professor Hernandez, who now looked very serious. “Did you tell my parents about him?”

“Somewhat,” said Professor Hernandez. “I did call your parents earlier and told them about Parasite. I assured them that we have already taken measures to keep you safe and that we are going to be adding more security features to the Academy over the next few days to keep you even safer. Your parents were relieved to hear that and they have agreed not to withdraw you or your brother from the Academy in light of Parasite’s threat.”

I sighed in relief, even though I wasn’t that surprised. As I said earlier, my parents trusted the Academy. They wouldn’t pull me or Jake out from the Academy unless they absolutely had to. Even a villain like Parasite wasn’t enough to scare them. Still, it was nice to have that confirmed. “That’s good.”

“Yes, it is,” said Professor Hernandez. “It means I can continue my research into the Super Pill and Hernandez’s Disease. You might also be happy to know that your father is going to bring this up to the NHA Leadership Council tomorrow. He assured us that the NHA, INJ, and G-Men will work together to locate Parasite and hopefully catch him well before he gets anywhere near the Academy.”

That didn’t surprise me, either. Dad was a member of the Neohero Alliance’s Leadership Council. Given how dangerous Parasite was, it made sense to involve the greater superhuman community in the hunt for him. Parasite wasn’t just a threat to me. He was a threat to every superhuman in the country.

“I just hope Dad isn’t going to try to personally hunt Parasite down himself,” I said. “Knowing Dad, he’d probably try something like that.”

“Don’t worry,” said Professor Hernandez. “Your mother assured me that she’s going to make sure that your father doesn’t go after Parasite personally. He definitely sounded like he wanted to, though, when I spoke with him over the phone.”

I smiled again. “That sounds like Dad, but I’m glad Mom is keeping an eye on him. I don’t want to know what Parasite would do with Dad’s powers if he somehow got them.”

Professor Hernandez shuddered. “That would be almost as bad as Parasite getting Omega Man’s powers.”

I nodded. “Is there anything else you wanted to tell me about?”

“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez. He peered up at me from behind his glasses. “Parasite has an ally in the Academy.”

I froze and looked at Professor Hernandez again, my attention fixed solely on his face. “For real? I know Parasite claimed to have allies in the Academy, but now we know for sure?”

“Yep,” said Professor Hernandez with a nod. He looked around the office, which seemed unnecessary to me given how we were the only people in here and both the door and window were closed. “At the faculty meeting earlier, the Chief of Security, Barney Jacobs, gave us a presentation on his findings. Before cutting off Parasite’s connection to the Hectornet, the Chief had discovered that Parasite had access to the network from outside the Academy.”

“Of course,” I said. “Parasite was a student, wasn’t he? I assumed he used his old Team Watch to hack into the Hectornet and broadcast his message to everyone.”

“Parasite does—or did—have a Team Watch, yes,” said Professor Hernandez. “But his Team Watch is an older model, one that shouldn’t be compatible with the upgraded Hectornet. The Chief discovered evidence that suggested that Parasite connected his Watch to one of the current models being worn and used by one of the students here at the Academy.”

“Do we know whose Watch he used?” I said. “Maybe he just hacked into someone’s Watch without their knowledge.”

“First off, we don’t know whose Watch he used,” said Professor Hernandez. “Security is still trying to figure that out. Secondly, there’s no evidence of brute-forcing the systems’ firewalls, which is the only way someone can ‘hack’ into the system. It looks like someone intentionally opened the door to let Parasite into the house. We just don’t know which door.”

I bit my lower lip. “So you guys think that one of the other students might be working with Parasite?”

“That’s what the evidence suggests so far,” said Professor Hernandez. He pursed his lips. “Of course, we have no idea who this traitor might be, but it’s safe to assume he or she does exist.”

I scratched the back of my neck. “So … what am I supposed to do with this information? Live in fear that one of my fellow students might be trying to get me killed?”

“Not exactly,” said Professor Hernandez, shaking his head. “Living in fear never does anyone any good. But I would like you to keep an eye out for any suspicious activity from your fellow students. Practicing situational awareness has never harmed anyone.”

I brushed back my hair. “Okay. Is the school investigating this theory?”

Professor Hernandez nodded. “Yes. The Headmaster is personally leading the committee in charge of this investigation. As well, we’re bringing in some outside help to look into this more deeply. With luck, we’ll get to the bottom of this and find the traitor before Parasite sets even one foot on campus.”

“Hope so,” I said. I yawned. “Anyway, it’s getting kind of late. I should head back to my dorm before curfew.”

“I’ll let you do that,” said Professor Hernandez. “And if you experience any sort of negative side effect from using the Super Pill, let me know ASAP.”

“Yes, sir.”

With that, I turned around and left Professor Hernandez’s office, heading down the hallway of the Administration Offices all by myself.

As I left Professor Hernandez’s office, I couldn’t decide how I felt. I was happy that the Super Pill seemed to be working. It meant that I had a real future ahead of me, a future I had thought I wouldn’t live long enough to see. Sure, the Pill still needed to be perfected, but the early results were encouraging and just deepened my resolve to keep taking it.

But now, I also faced the possibility that one of my fellow students was working with Parasite to get me killed. And I had no idea who it was.

Which meant I had even more reason to distrust my peers than before.


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Dang it,” I said under my breath as Courtney and I walked. “We’re going to be so late. Why did I sleep in this morning? Why?”

Courtney, who walked beside me, smiled nervously. “I think we’ll be okay, Ashley. We didn’t sleep in that late. We’ll be on time.”

I stuffed the last of my bagel into my mouth, swallowed it whole, and said, “Then why did we have to rush through breakfast?”

“I didn’t say we had to,” said Courtney as we passed underneath the tree path. “You did that because you didn’t want to be late for our first class of the day. I was content to eat at my normal pace. That’s why I’m sneaking this donut into class so I can snack on it when the teacher isn’t looking.”

I bit my lower lip but said nothing to that. After returning to the Team Justice dorms after my talk with Professor Hernandez, I had gone straight to sleep. I assumed it was probably because I was wiped out from the excitement of the day. It didn’t help that I was still smarting from Sea Sister’s beat down of me in Combat class, though my class schedule for the day did not show any combat-related classes on the docket today.

That didn’t change the fact that I was going to be late. Which was weird because I usually got up early most mornings. Guess I must have been more tired than I thought.

It also didn’t help that our class for today—Costumes & Names—was located on the other side of campus from the cafeteria. It was located in Classroom Building B, which, according to my Team Watch’s map app, was just up ahead. I could see the classroom building rising in the distance as other first-year students entered the building. Perhaps Courtney was right and we weren’t going to be late after all.

But I also noticed that two Academy guards stood on either side of the doors. They checked the Team Watches of each student who entered against their own Watches. A particularly small, waifish first-year girl walked up tremblingly to a big, scary-looking guard, who scanned her Team Watch and then nearly forced her through the entrance against her will.

“Oh,” said Courtney as we got into line behind a couple of other first-years. “Those must be the new guards they told us about this morning.”

I knew what Courtney was talking about. At breakfast this morning, Night Soldier had made another announcement to the student body. He told us that heightened security measures would be added to the campus until Parasite was dealt with. Though they apparently were working on a variety of security measures that they were not going to reveal to us just yet, the first one they were going to put into practice was adding more guards around campus. To enter most buildings on campus now, you needed to have your Team Watch scanned by the guards, who would then either let you in or keep you out, depending on whether you had approval to enter or not.

The cafeteria was one of the few buildings on campus that lacked these kinds of guards, but the Team Justice dorms had them, so I was already familiar with the process. Even so, I can’t say I enjoyed holding up my Team Watch so a smelly, greasy guard could scan it and confirm that I was not, in fact, Parasite or whoever they were worried I might be.

But the process was simple and quick and soon Courtney and I were in Classroom Building B. We followed some of the other first-year students from our Team until we found Classroom 2A, which was helpfully labeled COSTUMES & NAMES on the door.

Entering the classroom, I was relieved to see that we were far from the only students running close to the clock. A full half of the class still hadn’t arrived yet, which seemed odd to me, but at least meant we weren’t going to be the last ones here. That made me feel a lot better about our near lateness until a familiar toxic voice said, “Ah, Ashley Jason. Welcome to my class.”

I looked at the teacher’s desk at the front of the class. A young-looking woman wearing a frilly pink-and-white costume sat at the teacher’s desk, the upper half of her face hidden behind a cat mask. Her blonde hair and sneer looked somewhat familiar, but I didn’t recognize her until my eyes fell on the nameplate on her desk:

ANNA ‘THE FASHIONISTA’ BARRINGTON

“You know the Fashionista?” said Courtney to me in surprise. “She’s big time!”

The Fashionista smiled, which made her looked an awful lot like a cat going in for the kill. “I saw Miss Jason here at the faculty meeting last night. I’m pleased to see that she made it on time. With all of the stress she’s been under recently, I thought she might have forgotten to come to class this morning.”

I gulped. I had half a mind to tell Courtney that I didn’t like the Fashionista because she was one of the teachers who didn’t think I should be here. But I also didn’t want to get into a shouting match with my teacher on my second day of school, so I said, “I’m just surprised that she’s teaching our class this morning. It … took me by surprise. That’s all.”

“I’m not sure why you would find that so shocking, Miss Jason,” said the Fashionista as she shuffled some papers in front of her. “After all, my name is on your class schedule and I’ve been teaching this class for over ten years now.”

I grimaced. I had seen the Fashionista’s name on my class schedule this morning but hadn’t bothered to read her real name. I guess I was just in too much of a hurry, though I doubted the Fashionista would believe that excuse.

“In any case, please take your seats,” said the Fashionista. “Class is starting in five minutes. I imagine it will begin filling up very soon, so find a good seat and keep it.”

Courtney and I nodded. We made our way to the back of the classroom, mostly because I wanted to put as much distance between me and the Fashionista as I could. I thought I felt the Fashionista’s eyes staring holes into the back of my head as I walk, but when I looked over my shoulder, the Fashionista was looking at her desk, apparently organizing her lesson plans for the day. That was when I noticed a large coat rack standing next to her desk with a variety of superhero costumes hanging off of it. The blackboard behind her had the names of every first-year Team Justice student in the class as wel, perhaps to track attendance.

“This is going to be so cool,” said Courtney as we sat down in adjacent desks. She tapped her Team Watch and a holographic projection of the Class Schedule appeared before her. “We’re going to learn costume design and name picking from the Fashionista.”

“You know who she is?” I said, keeping my voice low so the Fashionista wouldn’t overhear us, though I didn’t really need to because the remaining half of the students were starting to pour into the class.

“Yeah,” said Courtney, rapidly nodding. “The Fashionista is an INJ member, but more than that, she’s considered one of the best superhero costume designers in the world. Her style, called Super Fashion, is considered the standard of superhero costume design in the world. She’s won tons of industry awards and her costumes are worn by big names like Stinger and Bait. She’s also the author of Superhero Costume Design Basics, basically considered the most authoritative book on the subject. She even did costume design in Hollywood for a while, where she worked on some really big movies.”

I whistled and looked at the Fashionista, who was now apparently adjusting the frills on her costume. “Wow. I didn’t realize she was so successful. What kind of powers does she have?”

“She can control thread,” said Courtney. “Any kind of thread or clothing, from what I’ve read. Granted, most supers don’t publish their limits or weaknesses for the whole world to see, but back when she was doing active superhero work in Ohio, the Fashionista had a near one hundred percent success rate in capturing criminals and supervillains.”

“I can see that,” I said. “Everyone wears clothes. So if you can control thread, then that means you can stop any bad guy.”

“Exactly,” said Courtney. She bounced in her seat unexpectedly. “I’ve been looking forward to this class ever since I got my Academy acceptance letter. I love doing art and making up names and this class does both.”

“Both?” I said, looking at Courtney uncertainly. “I can’t draw, though.”

“That’s fine,” said Courtney. “The important part is if you have a name yet. Do you?”

I bit my lower lip. Truthfully, I hadn’t given my superhero name that much thought since yesterday. With the revelation that the Super Pill was helping me, it meant I had a future now, so coming up with a superhero name was actually worth my time. Yet my mind drew a blank every time I tried to think of one. “I really haven’t—”

“Welcome, students!” the Fashionista’s voice suddenly boomed across the classroom, causing Courtney and me to look toward the front of the class. “I am so happy to see that we have nearly a full class today. We do seem to be missing someone, though.”

The Fashionista gestured at a seat near the front that was empty, prompting the student sitting next to the empty seat—the same fat kid from my Combat class yesterday—to pipe up, “That’s Stewart, ma’am. He woke up puking this morning and had to go to the Clinic.”

“Ah,” said the Fashionista with a nod. “While I hope Stewart gets better, I do appreciate him skipping class to avoid getting the rest of us sick. That shows good judgment on his part because preventing the spread of illness is just as important as curing it.”

I could have sworn that the Fashionista was looking directly at me when she said that. None of the other students seemed to notice, but that made sense. They didn’t know about my condition while the Fashionista did. That meant the Fashionista could make all sorts of snide and rude comments about my condition without any of the other students knowing.

But I would. And I was pretty sure that the Fashionista wanted me to know.

“Regardless, we shall move forward with today’s class,” said the Fashionista. She stood in front of her desk, leaning against it casually. “I am your teacher, Anna Barrington, though I also go by my superhero name, the Fashionista. As you can tell, I came to class today in my costume to give you all a glimpse of what your costumes will look like once you graduate.”

Barrett, who I hadn’t noticed when I entered, raised a hand. “Ma’am, will all of our costumes look as frilly as yours?”

The Fashionista laughed. “No, no. This is just my preferred style. Everyone’s preferred style of costume will differ depending on your powers, preferences, and so on. Just as no two supers are alike, so no two costumes are the same, either, even when they come from the same designer.”

The Fashionista gestured at the rack of superhero costumes to the side. “As you can see, I’ve brought a variety of different superhero costumes to help illustrate the different kinds available. Leather, spandex, latex, and more … the variety of material from which you can make a costume is staggering once you look into it. Fortunately, by the end of this class, you will all have a basic idea of what kind of material you will want to use to make your costume.”

Then the Fashionista looked at the class. “But before we get into the nitty-gritty, can anyone here tell me why supers first started wearing costumes and calling themselves by ridiculous names in the first place?”

Courtney and I immediately raised our hands into the air, but the Fashionista pointed at Courtney and not me.

“To protect their secret identities,” said Courtney, lowering her hand to her desk. “In the Early Era, supers were an even tinier minority than they are now and the general public didn’t trust them. Superheroics were illegal, so superheroes developed secret identities and costumes to protect their identities and their loved ones from both the government, the public, and the criminals and supervillains they battled regularly.”

I was surprised at how well Courtney understood and summarized the concept despite coming from a normal background. I knew all of that stuff, too, which was why I’d raised my hand, but Courtney sounded like she had been studying superhero culture her whole life.

The Fashionista apparently thought so, too, because she clapped her hands and said, “Exactly right! As Miss Carmichael here so eloquently put, the First Generation, as we call them today, had to hide their identities for their own safety. So they came up with names and costumes like Genius, Lady Amazon, and Omega Man, among others, to protect themselves and their loved ones.”

Barrett’s hand shot up into the air again. “I understand that costumes and names came about because supers were a tiny, distrusted minority back then, but why do supers continue to use them even now? In Superbia, we don’t have names and costumes except for ceremonial and cultural purposes.”

“So you’re the Superbian foreign exchange student I’ve heard so much about,” said the Fashionista. “But that’s a good question. It’s a mixture of the old reasons, culture, and tradition. The superhuman community has grown considerably since the First Generation, numbering some fourteen million people worldwide, but we still have our own distinct subculture. Costumes and names help define ourselves against the normal majority even when they aren’t necessary.”

The Fashionista gestured at the coat rack. One of the costumes actually jumped off of the rack and stood tall, posing with its hand on its hips and its chest thrust out in the traditional superhero pose. A few students gasped at the sight of a costume moving on its own. Courtney was definitely interested, while I thought it looked kind of creepy.

“Other reasons include practicality,” said the Fashionista. “Normal civilian clothing may be fine for lounging around the house or going to work, but we supers often have powers that would damage or destroy normal clothing. Most superhero costumes, especially nowadays, are specially designed to handle the stresses that super powers leave on the body. Therefore, most superheroes require costumes of some sort. A t-shirt and jeans will usually be destroyed by the stress of super speed, for example, and I don’t have to explain how normal underwear can’t survive a person whose body can flame on.”

“What about secret identities?” said Barrett. “Are those still relevant?”

Barrett seemed to ask a lot of questions, which made sense because he was not from America. Honestly, though, that was a question on my mind, too, now that we were discussing this stuff.

“Secret identities are mostly obsolete nowadays,” said the Fashionista. “Most superheroes do not have secret identities any longer. As I said, they were necessary in the old days to protect their loved ones, but because supers have become more socially accepted, it is seen as less important. Some independent superheroes still have secret identities, but most don’t.”

“Then why do we need names at all?” Barrett said. “Why not simply use our birth names?”

“Because our superhero names still have value,” said the Fashionista. She seemed pleased that Barrett was such an eager student. “It’s our way of distinguishing ourselves from the rest of society, as well as a reflection of our powers and abilities and even values. As the Fashionista, for example, you can probably guess that my powers have something to do with clothes.”

Barrett took down a few notes. “I see. So the answer is basically cultural, then?”

“Basically, yes,” said the Fashionista, nodding, “although as I said, some heroes still do have traditional secret identities. They’re few and far between, though, and becoming increasingly rare as the years go on. Any other questions?”

Barrett said nothing. He seemed to be busily taking notes. None of the other students said anything. I could tell that Courtney, like Barrett, found the conversation about superhuman culture fascinating, though it was a bit old hat to me.

“No questions?” said the Fashionista, looking around. “All right, then. We’ll move onto the lesson itself: Picking out a superhero name. And do you know how we’re going to do that? By actually picking out superhero names for each and every student here.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

The other students, who had been paying various levels of attention during the Fashionista’s introductory speech, all sat up and looked attentive. To my right, an Arab-looking male student looked up hopefully from a drawing in his notepad, which must have been his superhero costume, though it was hard to make out the details due to the angle at which he held his notepad.

Courtney raised her hand immediately. “We’re going to pick our superhero names now?”

“Yes,” said the Fashionista with a nod. She gestured at the list of students on the blackboard behind her, with blank lines beside each name. “Before we move forward to the fun part—namely, designing and trying on your costume—we need to pick a name.”

“Why do we need a name first?” said Barrett, scratching his nose. “We can design costumes without needing a name, can’t we?”

“You can indeed, but this is my design class, so we’re going to follow my costume design philosophy,” said the Fashionista, folding her arms across her chest. “According to my design philosophy, you can’t effectively design a costume for a superhero unless you first know their name. There’s a reason this class is called Costumes and Names.”

It was my turn to raise a hand in question now, causing the Fashionista to look at me. A brief look of disgust appeared on her features when she looked at me, but it was quickly replaced by a more professional smile. “Yes, Miss Jason?”

“What if we don’t want to become superheroes?” I said. “Do we still need to pick out a name and costume then?”

I must have been the only student in the classroom who even thought about that question. Everyone looked at me almost like I had gone insane and declared myself the Second Coming of Christ. Even Courtney looked taken aback by my question. Only Barrett reacted differently than everyone else, looking at me with interest, his pencil hovering above his notepad.

The Fashionista looked as surprised as the students. Nonetheless, she said, “Why wouldn’t you want to become a superhero? That’s the primary purpose of the Academy, after all. We train students here under the assumption that they want to become superheroes.”

“I know that,” I said, feeling my face turn a bit red due to the pressure from everyone else, “but not every super becomes a superhero, right? Some just go into normal jobs. Like President Parker. She’s a super but isn’t a superhero. Does every graduate of the Academy go on to become a superhero?”

The Fashionista tapped her chin. “Well … no. Not everyone does.”

The Fashionista’s answer caused everyone to turn their attention from me to her. It seemed like the other students found the Fashionista’s answer even more shocking than my question.

“What do you mean, ma’am?” said a girl sitting in the second row. “Do you mean that some people don’t graduate?”

the Fashionista bit her lip. She seemed to be carefully considering her words. “Like any school, the Academy has its share of drop-outs. But even supers who do graduate from the Academy don’t always become superheroes. Some go and get jobs and live ‘normal’ lives, if you will. It’s not a very large percentage, however, and certainly not relevant to our current class.”

“Why not?” I said. “If someone doesn’t want to become a superhero, a class like this wouldn’t be very useful to them.”

“The Costumes & Names class is mandatory for all Academy students,” said the Fashionista. “Especially first-years. Even if you don’t become a superhero, this class can still be useful for you.”

“How so?” I said.

“Because it will help you understand superhuman culture better,” said the Fashionista. “You will understand how costumes are made and the significance of costumes and names in superhuman society. This information will be very useful for you going forward, even if you aren’t interested in using your powers to fight villains and criminals. Assuming, that is, you graduate.”

I bit my lower lip. That was a jab at my condition. the Fashionista knew I’d likely graduate. She probably really meant that she didn’t think I’d live long enough to graduate, although I was going to prove her wrong now.

“But if any of you don’t see any point in this course,” said the Fashionista, “then feel free to leave. I’m sure the Headmaster will be thrilled to learn why you kids have decided not to take a mandatory course just because you don’t think it’s for you. I would love to hear his response. I’m sure it will be measured, thoughtful, and not at all angry.”

That was yet another obvious jab at me. I doubted the Fashionista was going to let any of us leave her class, even if we really wanted to leave. I didn’t understand why she seemed to dislike me so much. Was it really because of my condition?

“No one?” said the Fashionista, looking around at the students. “Very well, then. If no one is going to leave, we shall begin the process of selecting our names. Raise your hand if you’ve already picked out a name for yourself.”

Over half of the class raised their hands in response, Courtney’s among them. To my surprise, Barrett had also raised his hand in the air. Not me, though. Although I now better understood the necessity of superhero names, I had still yet to pick one out.

“Interesting,” said the Fashionista, stroking her chin. “Most of the time, I only get a few raised hands right away. But that’s all right. Picking out a superhero name can be a time-consuming process, so I’m pleased to see that so many first-years have already thought about it. That will make this class so much easier for all of us.”

The Arab student sitting next to me raised a hand. “Uh, teacher? What if we don’t have a name picked out yet? Do we have to choose one now or later?”

“In my class, every student has to pick out a name for themselves,” said the Fashionista. “But it doesn’t necessarily have to be your final name. It’s common for students to go through multiple superhero names over their school career, with some changing their names as often as every semester. So you can come up with a placeholder name if you want. The point is to get you students thinking about your future superhero career.”

“If that’s what we want,” I muttered, thinking only I heard myself.

“Yes,” said the Fashionista, surprising me into looking up at her, “if that’s what you want, although I think it’s safe to assume most of you do.”

The Arab student sitting next to me lowered his hand, looking satisfied with the Fashionista’s answer. I wasn’t, though. Being forced to pick out a name, even if it was just a placeholder that could be changed later, made me anxious. I wasn’t good at coming up with names and was sure that whatever I came up with would be stupid, cringe, or worse.

The Fashionista clapped her hands together. “All right. Every student will get a chance to come up to the front of the class and announce their superhero name. Make sure to write your superhero name on the board next to your real name. That’s the name you will be using for the rest of the semester, so make sure you are happy with the name you choose.”

The students started to rise from their seats, but the Fashionista held up her hands. “Hold on. One student at a time by birth order, oldest to youngest. No point in all forty of you kids coming up and shouting your names at once.”

The students began to sit back down again. I was going to sit back down, too, until I heard the Fashionista say, “Ashley Jason, please come forward. You are first.”

I froze and looked up at the Fashionista. She was sitting behind the desk now, leaning back in her office chair, smirking at me. My eyes shifted up to the blackboard behind her, where I saw my name was at the very top of the list. It looked like there were no other students in my class older than me. Even Courtney was below me on the list by a month and she looked way more eager to share her superhero name with everyone than I was.

But the rules were the rules, so I stepped out from behind my desk and made my way up to the front of the class. I stopped in front of the Fashionista’s desk and turned around to face the classroom, once again having everyone’s eyes on me.

“All right, Ashley,” said the Fashionista behind me, “go ahead and tell the class your name now. Be quick about it. With forty students, it’s going to take us a while to get through everyone’s name.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes or make a snappy comment at the Fashionista. Instead, I took a deep breath and tried to think of anything—anything—that could work as a superhero name.

That was harder than it sounded. Silly names like Light Girl and Flashlight popped into my mind, only to be immediately dismissed because they were so dumb. My eyes darted around the classroom as I looked for anything that might inspire a halfway decent superhero name for me. The pressure of having to think up a good superhero name made it hard for me to think. My mind almost froze under the pressure, especially feeling the Fashionista’s judgmental gaze behind me. For a moment, I feared that I wouldn’t come up with a good name and that I would embarrass myself in front of everyone.

That was when my eyes fell on Barrett’s backpack, which rested against the side of his seat. It was a simple black school backpack, not too different from the ones that kids in my old high school had. The name ‘CRAFTER’ was sewn into the straps.

Crafter … that didn’t sound too bad. Not the flashiest name, but not cringy or embarrassing, either. It was almost perfect.‘Crafting’ was definitely the word I’d use to describe how I make hard light constructs.

A smile crossed my lips as I looked at the whole class. “My name is Ashley Jason, but you can call me Crafter.”

The other students immediately began chatting among themselves when I announced my superhero name. It seemed to be mostly positive chatter, though I heard more than a few snide comments being made about it under their breath.

I didn’t care, though. I just turned around, wrote my superhero name on the blackboard, and walked back to my desk. I sat down next to Courtney, glad that I had managed to pick a decent name and that I was no longer the center of attention.

Courtney leaned toward me and whispered, “That’s a cool name you chose, Ashley. Or should I say, Crafter?”

I groaned. “Please don’t actually call me by that name. But thanks. It was a spur of the moment thing.”

Courtney opened her mouth, perhaps to say something to me, but then the Fashionista said, “Courtney Carmichael!”

“Oh, it’s my turn,” said Courtney. She flashed a big smile at me. “Wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” I said as Courtney stood up from her desk and made her way to the front of the class. She looked far more eager than me and was smiling widely when she turned around to face everyone.

“Okay,” said Courtney, slapping her hands together. “So I’ve spent a long time thinking of my superhero name. I was thinking about it even before I came to the Academy. I did a lot of research into different superhero names, though, and had to discard a few when I found out that some were already in use, but—”

“Miss Carmichael,” said the Fashionista behind her sharply, “can you please just tell the class your name and move on? It’s nice to hear you’ve put some thought into it, but everyone gets a chance to talk, so make it snappy.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Courtney in a slightly embarrassed voice. She looked back at the rest of the class and smiled again. “Okay, my name is Courtney Carmichael and you can call me Four-Eyes.”

Four-Eyes? I found that an odd name. That was an old insult for someone who wore glasses. Courtney did wear glasses, but what did that have to do with her powers? She didn’t actually have the power to grow two extra eyes on her face or something, did she? If so, that would be weird.

Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me, but it seemed like the other students were less than impressed with Courtney’s name. Most of the students looked bored, though a few snickered when she proudly announced her name. I felt a little annoyed with those people. Courtney’s name might not have been the coolest superhero name ever, but it was a lot better than anything I could have come up with. I felt like it was even better than my name. She’d definitely put more thought into it, anyway.

Courtney seemed to deflate slightly under the less-than-impressed reaction she got from her classmates. Nonetheless, Courtney wrote her name on the blackboard and returned to her seat next to me. Her shoulders were noticeably slumped, though, which made me feel sorry for her.

“Don’t feel so bad,” I said, patting her on the shoulder. “Four-Eyes is just as cool as Crafter, maybe even more so.”

“I guess,” said Courtney. She glanced around at the other students. “I was just hoping that I would get a more positive reaction. I put so much effort into it …”

“It’s fine,” I said. “It doesn’t matter if everyone else likes your name or not, anyway. What matters is if you like your name. Do you?”

“Yeah,” said Courtney, “but—”

“Then it’s a good name,” I said. I smiled. “Four-Eyes.”

Courtney smile gratefully at me. “Thanks, Crafter. Guess you’re right. But now I wonder who’s next.”

Looking away from Courtney and focusing on the blackboard, I squinted my eyes. “It’s by age, right? So whoever is younger than you should be up next. Can’t read that person’s name from here, though.”

“I can,” said Courtney without squinting her eyes. “It says—”

“Barret Marcus,” said the Fashionista, her voice booming authoritatively from the front. “Please come upfront and tell the class your name.”

Barret rose from his seat and walked up to the front without hesitation. As Barrett made his way up front, I thought about his surname. Until now, I hadn’t known what Barrett’s surname was, but it sounded oddly familiar. I felt like it had something to do with Superbia, but I wasn’t sure what connection there was between ‘Marcus’ and Superbia. None of the other students seemed to notice or care, though, so maybe I was overthinking it.

When Barrett reached the front desk, he turned around to face us. I was struck by how authoritative and leader-like he appeared. He looked less like a high school student and more like the leader of a nation about to address his people on important matters.

Like President Parker, the current US President.

No, wait. More like …

I shook my head. No way. Barrett can’t be related to that Marcus, can he?

I had no further time to think about it because Barrett began his speech. And I use the word ‘speech’ deliberately because that’s what it was. A carefully memorized, prepared speech.

“Students of the Academy,” said Barrett, “as some of you may know, I am a foreign exchange student from the International Superbian Institute of Superhuman Training. I came to America to learn more about the superhuman community beyond the borders of Superbia. Thus far, I’ve learned much about your culture even though I’ve only been here for two days.”

Barrett’s gaze seemed to fix on me for a moment before shifting to the rest of the class. A thrill went up my spine when Barrett looked at me like that and I wasn’t sure why.

“I’ve found the entire concept of being a superhero utterly fascinating,” Barrett said. “In Superbia, there are no superheroes or supervillains. We are all super, as my father always says. Still, I knew I would need to pick out a superhero name when I came here, so I spent some time considering what sort of secret identity I would like to be known by.”

“That’s nice, Barrett,” said the Fashionista, “but can you get on with your speech? Forty students.”

“I understand, teacher,” said Barrett, “and I am just about to get to my name. I will be done soon, I promise.”

The Fashionista looked even more annoyed with Barrett than she was with me right now. I, on the other hand, was fascinated by Barrett’s speech, and maybe a little terrified too, if he was who I thought he was.

Barrett cleared his throat. “To get to the point, my name is Barrett Marcus, son of President Franklin ‘Dragon King’ Marcus, and you can call me Dragon Prince.”
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Over the next few weeks, news of Barrett Marcus’ father spread like wildfire through the campus. It seemed like everywhere I went, I overheard students talking to each other about the fact that the son of the leader of the world’s only superhuman nation was a student at the Academy. Some of the discussion was interest, with some wondering why President Marcus sent his son to the Academy, while others sounded a bit jealous, even afraid. It certainly seemed to catch the attention of some of the girls, who I now noticed paid a bit more attention to Barrett than they did before.

I felt kind of mixed on the subject. On one hand, it was nice that the rumor mill had shifted its attention away from me. I was getting tired of people talking about me and my condition behind my back. It meant I could focus more on my studies and curing my condition than on dealing with whatever false rumors or opinions people might have held about me.

On the other hand, I felt bad for Barrett, who was now the center of some unwanted attention himself. I didn’t consider Barrett a friend per se, but I did like him better than most of my classmates. I knew firsthand what it was like to have the rumor mill focused on you and I was worried that it might harm him somehow.

Barrett, though, did not seem terribly bothered by the rumors that swirled around him. Granted, I never really got a chance to sit down and talk with him, but every time I saw him in class or during mealtimes, Barrett looked perfectly at ease with himself and no one ever seemed to bother him.

Honestly, though, Barrett’s revelation got me wondering as well. For example, how did his father feel about Parasite threatening the Academy because I was here?

I knew very little about President Marcus, the founder of Superbia and its first and only president so far. The most I knew was that he spent a lot of time on TV and the Internet speaking out against human rights abuses against superhumans all around the globe. It made him a controversial figure in some circles, but again, I didn’t know too much about him. Dad probably did, but then, Dad seemed to know everyone in the superhuman community, so that made sense.

Truthfully, though, I didn’t really do much research into Superbia. That was mostly because of my least favorite thing in the universe: Homework.

I wasn’t sure what I was expecting when I got accepted to the Academy. I suppose I thought that because it was a ‘superhero school,’ that meant we would have less homework than we’d have at normal high schools. After all, while being a superhero was no simple or easy task, there were far fewer subjects for superheroes to know and understand to do their job correctly. Or so you’d think.

As it turned out, there was a lot more emphasis on the ‘school’ part of ‘superhero school’ than I expected. In addition to our superhero classes—Costumes & Names, Combat, Powers, and so on—there were all of the usual school subjects, too, such as English, History, math, and so on. Sure, there was usually a superhuman bent to each class—for example, history covered both normal and superhuman history, especially the Early Era—but most of the subjects were still very similar to what I was taught in John Smith High.

This was apparently deliberate. The Academy’s motto on their website was ‘A place where young superhumans can get a comprehensive education.’ I felt that was the understatement of the year. It seemed like every day I found myself going back to my dorm with mountains of homework. In addition to having to design my own costume and study the legalities of superheroics (a surprisingly dry subject), I needed to write a history report on WWII, write an essay on classic literature for English, solve some complex Algebraic equations for math, and so on.

I now understood why the Academy had full-time staff beyond the faculty to maintain the campus. It wasn’t so we’d have time to goof off and relax. It was because we were given so much homework that we really didn’t have time to clean our toilets or mop the floors of our dorms.

But that was fine, honestly. I wasn’t as much of a study nerd as Courtney, who leaped headfirst into every subject with glee, but I liked having stuff to do. It distracted me from Parasite, as well as my condition. Even math, my least favorite subject, was a welcome distraction from life’s many problems.

I continued to take the Super Pill and report to Professor Hernandez every night before bed. I still didn’t notice any real negative effects. The most I noticed was that I was more tired than normal and went to bed earlier than most of the other students. Even that, however, was probably just fatigue from having so much homework to do.

And frankly, if the worst side effect of the Super Pill was that it made me sleepier than usual, then that wasn’t really a problem at all. I’d rather deal with a little sleepiness and early bedtimes than the pain I would always feel every time I used my powers.

I wasn’t even overly worried about Parasite anymore. Despite his ominous message to the school, I didn’t hear anything about him at all for almost a month afterward. At this point, I was starting to think Parasite might very well have given up entirely. Maybe he heard about the advanced security measures that the Academy was adding and decided it wasn’t worth it.

Granted, even I didn’t know all of the enhanced security features that Night Soldier had installed to protect the school. Some were obvious, such as the guards at every building and the security drones I would occasionally spot flying in the distance beyond the fences, but others were much less so. The Academy administration didn’t disclose all of their security updates to the student body, but I was under the impression that the Academy had added a lot of behind-the-scenes updates that wouldn’t be obvious unless Parasite chose to attack the school. And, as I already said, that seemed more and more unlikely every day.

In fact, we went for so long without hearing any news about Parasite that I more or less forgot about him … until about a month after his first ominous message, when I received another message from him.

And this time, I would never forget him again for as long as I lived.

-

Monday, October 15th, 12:02 PM …

Courtney dropped her lunch tray next to me on the table and sat down with as much grace. “Ugh. I hate Combat class.”

I had taken a bite out of my ham sandwich before Courtney spoke. Swallowing the bite I’d taken, I looked at Courtney and grimaced. “You look like you just lost a fight with a squirt gun.”

That was as nicely as I could put it. Courtney’s hair was still damp from this morning’s Combat class, despite her best efforts to dry off afterward. Her glasses were mostly dry aside from a few droplets here and there. Fortunately, only the shoulders and neck of her uniform were wet, otherwise, I imagine she would have gone back to our dorm to dry off rather than come to the cafeteria for lunch.

“I know,” said Courtney she began to stir her potato soup in front of her. She winced and rubbed the back of her neck. “I never realized how hard water can be until Sea Sister splashed me. Probably going to feel this for a week.”

I smiled sympathetically. “Hey, at least you didn’t have to go back to your dorm unlike that Lucas kid.”

“Yeah, but I wish I had,” said Courtney. She glanced at her Team Watch and grimaced even more. “Our next class after lunch is Powers. And based on what Professor Harden told us, it’s going to be another practice session. Why can’t we just do more tests and homework? I’m way better at that than fighting.”

“I dunno,” I said. “I kind of like getting a chance to try out my powers.”

Courtney huffed. “That’s because your powers are actually useful in combat. Mine … well, if you need to know the colors of a bad guy’s underwear, I’m your girl. Otherwise, my plan is to hide and wait until the other, more useful heroes take out the villains and clean up afterward.”

I chuckled. Courtney’s powers, as it turned out, were vision-related. Primarily, that meant x-ray vision, meaning she could see through just about any substance as long as she focused long enough. She also had other vision-related powers, such as longer line of sight than most people and even limited night vision. Professor Nathan ‘Harden’ Dane even told us that Courtney had great potential with her powers, with plenty of room to grow, though Courtney didn’t seem to believe him.

“Come on, Courtney,” I said. “X-ray vision is really useful. What if you become a detective? You could use that to solve crimes and stuff.”

“But I hate mysteries,” said Courtney. “I like studying better.”

“You do know that mysteries aren’t real life, right?” I said. “Actual detective work, I’ve been informed, is really different from how TV shows it.”

“I know,” said Courtney. She sighed. “I just think my talents don’t really lie in fighting. Which sucks, because fighting seems like the only thing we ever do here.”

“It really isn’t,” I said as I sipped my water. “And it’s a heck of a lot better than designing a costume. I’d rather get kicked in the face by Sea Sister a hundred times than have to design another stinking costume. So boring.”

“You should ask Fadil to help you with that,” said Courtney, glancing at a nearby table. “He’s a really good artist, which is probably why the Fashionista likes him so much.”

I also glanced at the table across from us. The Arab boy I’d noticed in my first Names & Costumes class, Fadil, sat at the table with a couple of other artsy-looking kids, drawing intently in his sketchbook. Occasionally he would take a bite from the sole pizza slice on the plate before him, but he was otherwise so focused on his drawing that he seemed completely unaware of anything else.

Courtney was right. Fadil was easily the best student in the Costumes & Names class. He was a quiet kid and I didn’t know much about him, but his artistic talent was obvious. Not only had he designed his own cool superhero costume already, but he was even helping other, less artistically-inclined students in his class with theirs. He had even given me a couple of pointers on my costume when I presented it to the class last week for critique. The Fashionista loved him and was always holding him up at the standard to the class (usually against me).

“Yeah, but everyone is always going to him for help,” I said, shaking my head as I returned my attention to my lunch. “And I don’t really care if I do well in that class, anyway. It’s not a big priority for me.”

“Well, you’d better make it one,” said Courtney. “Because Costumes & Names is one of the three major classes you need to pass to graduate.”

I looked at Courtney in disbelief. “Really?”

“Really,” Courtney said. “I asked the guidance counselor about it and he told me that it, Powers, and Combat were considered the three most important classes that you need to pass to graduate.”

“I didn’t know that,” I said. “Why did no one tell me?”

“They told us as much at orientation,” said Courtney. She snapped her fingers. “Oh, that’s right. You missed it because you fainted.”

“Don’t remind me.” I took another bite out of my ham sandwich and swallowed the sweet yet crumbly bread. “At least I haven’t fainted again since then.”

“Yeah,” said Courtney. “It was really scary when you fainted that first time. No one knew what was going on. First time I’ve ever seen a power strain blackout.”

I nodded as I sipped my water. I would have told her that that wasn’t the first time I’ve fainted, but then, I hadn’t told Courtney about my condition, either.

It was tough. Out of all of the students in our year, Courtney was the one I was closest to. We hung out together a lot even when we weren’t in class. We even had a lot of similar interests. For example, both Courtney and I loved pop music, so that was something we bonded over.

But at the same time, I still didn’t want to get too close to any of the students here. My condition may have improved, but this was still a superhuman school full of superhuman students. The rumors about my condition may have died down recently, but that didn’t mean that the ignorance that started those rumors had disappeared. It was still there, even if I couldn’t see it, and I didn’t want to know how Courtney or the others would react if they found out what I really was.

So I still didn’t exactly see Courtney as a ‘friend,’ per se. Or Barrett or Joey or any of the other students I’d come to like. The only ‘friend’ I had was Jake, and I didn’t even see him so often anymore. He seemed to fit in well with his Team Powers dormmates, though, and seemed to be enjoying his time in the Academy a lot more than I was.

But again, I didn’t need friends. I was here to get cured. I didn’t need friends for that.

Or so I told myself. It was hard to believe that when I found myself laughing and hanging out with Courtney, though.

I finished my ham sandwich and tossed the plastic wrap I held it in onto the tray. “I’m going to toss out my trash, but I’ll be back soon, okay?”

Courtney nodded and I stood up. Holding my tray with both hands, I made my way across the cafeteria to the nearest trash can, where I dumped the remains from my lunch without hesitation. I placed the now-empty tray on top of the trash can for the cafeteria staff to pick up later and turned around … only to find myself face to face with a big, scary-looking student.
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The student who stood in my path looked familiar, though I couldn’t place where I might have seen him before. He was taller than me by a foot at least, with short dreadlocks, gold earrings, and big muscles. His dark skin stood out against the blue and black of his uniform, while he heavily smelled of that awful body spray that guys think makes them smell good but really doesn’t. The Team Justice initial and insignia on his right breast—a judge wielding a hammer—told me that he was from my Team, even though I didn’t quite recognize him.

I was getting really weird vibes from him, and not just because I didn’t know him, either. He had startlingly blue eyes, but they didn’t seem to have any sort of emotion in them. They looked almost … dead? That was the best way I could describe his eyes. It was almost like he wasn’t actually conscious at all. He might have even been sleepwalking, though I hadn’t heard of any students sleepwalking since I got here.

“Um … do you need to throw out your trash?” I said. I immediately felt stupid because the guy didn’t even have a tray in his hands.

“You are Ashley Jason.” It was a statement, not a question.

His voice set off alarms in my head. It was surprisingly deep, even though he couldn’t have been that much older than me. Like his eyes, though, there was something … off about it. I couldn’t place it. It was almost like someone was speaking through him rather than him speaking on his own.

“Yes, I’m Ashley Jason,” I said. “And you are—?”

“Bryan,” said the guy. “Bryan Davis. second-year student.”

Ah. That explained why I didn’t recognize him. Although all four years of students might share the same dorm building, the fact each year is on a separate floor and have completely different class schedules meant that we didn’t interact all that often. Even at mealtimes, it was normal for students to segregate based on year. It was telling that Joey was the only student outside of first-year I’d really gotten acquainted with since I got here. Even then, it’d been a while since I’d last seen him, much to my disappointment.

“Oh,” I said. “Nice to meet you, er, Bryan. What’s your superhero name?”

That was a question I’d found myself being asked whenever I met a new student now. Although students technically didn’t need to use their superhero names until they graduated, quite a few students were insistent on using their superhero names. My younger brother, for example, rarely answered to Jake anymore, instead preferring to be called Zip. It was confusing at first, but asking for a student’s superhero name was almost second nature to me now.

Bryan, however, apparently didn’t hear my question. He simply said, “I need you to come with me. Alone.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And why should I do that? We just met. Plus, lunchtime is almost over. My next class is starting in, like, ten minutes.”

Bryan suddenly leaned in close and whispered in my ear, “I know your secret.”

I froze. Bryan invading my personal space was bad enough, but saying he knew my secret? I could only assume he was talking about my condition. I had no secrets to keep other than that.

But maybe Bryan was referring to the rumors. I stepped away from Bryan, almost walking into the trash cans, and said, “You mean the rumors about my supposedly infectious disease that spreads with a touch? That’s old news.”

Bryan, however, shook his head. “Hernandez’s Disease.”

I froze again. Time itself seemed to freeze around me. I stared at Bryan, hoping he might say he was joking, but he did not. He simply continued to stare at me with his dead eyes, his gaze never breaking from my own.

The sound of someone dropping their milk carton nearby and cursing loudly caused me to snap out of my shock. I stepped closer to Bryan and whispered back, “How do you know?”

“Come with me,” said Bryan again. “I want to talk to you in private. Or I will tell everyone your secret.”

Bryan’s unwillingness to answer my questions made me distrust him even more. But I had no choice. Bryan definitely knew my secret. Not only that, but I could somehow sense that he was totally serious about telling everyone my secret. He could easily do it here in the cafeteria. With so many students gathered in one place, it was the perfect time to reveal all of my darkest secrets to the world, which would then spread like wildfire through the Academy. And I didn’t even want to think about what would happen after that.

The only question was why Bryan was blackmailing me. I didn’t know him. I’d never done anything against him. Did he want something from me? If so, what?

“So?” said Bryan in his usual low voice. “Are you coming with me or not? Your secret is on the tip of my tongue and—”

“Okay,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’ll go with you and talk. Just please don’t tell everyone and their dog my secret. Please?”

Bryan didn’t even nod. He simply turned and walked toward the doors. I followed after him but didn’t dare look back at anyone. I didn’t want anyone to suspect that something strange was going on, even though this was the definition of something strange. If Bryan wanted to hurt me or whatever, I could probably defend myself, though I had no idea what kind of powers Bryan had or what kind of a fighter he was.

Bryan and I exited the cafeteria. I wasn’t sure where Bryan was going to take me, so I was surprised when he led me toward the track field.

“The track field?” I said as we walked. “Why are we going there?”

“Not the track field,” said Bryan. “Old Library.”

Bryan pointed at an old building standing next to the track field. It looked much older than the Library, with some cracked windows and cracked walls and peeling paint. I didn’t see any other students near it, so I assumed that it was not in use.

Actually, I knew it wasn’t in use. The Old Library was the former building that the Academy Library had once been housed in. When the Academy started getting more students, however, the Academy Board voted to build a new Library on campus. It was located on the other side of the campus from the Old Library, but was bigger, newer, and nicer.

The Old Library, from what I understood, had been pretty much abandoned ever since the new Library was built. The building was off-limits to students and faculty never used it. I heard rumors that Night Soldier was planning to tear it down and replace it with something else at some point, but funding problems and other more urgent issues had put that off the table for now.

That was why every single alarm bell in my head was going off at once. If I had any doubts before, they were blown out of my mind now. If Bryan didn’t have something nefarious he wanted to do to me, he wouldn’t be taking me to the one place in the Academy where no one would see us. I needed to run before it was too late.

As if reading my mind, Bryan’s hand reached out and grabbed my left wrist.

“I know you want to run,” said Bryan without looking at me, “but if you try, I will tell the whole school your secret.”

Bryan held up his right wrist, showing his Team Watch. It looked like a message was written and ready to be sent out to the email addresses of every student in the school.

That was enough to defeat me. Bryan must have realized I wasn’t going anywhere because he let go of my wrist. He still didn’t look at me as we approached one of the Old Library’s side doors, the one on the east side of the building facing away from the main trail. The door looked locked to me, but Bryan opened it with ease and disappeared inside. I followed shortly after, knowing that running now would only make things worse for me.

But I immediately regretted it when the door slammed shut behind me. I heard a click and then felt two powerful hands grab me and slam me against the floor. I tried to scream, but someone stuffed a bundle of socks in my mouth, which worked as an effective gag.

“Stay still, Ashley,” said Bryan’s voice somewhere in the shadows above me. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just don’t want you to run away from me.”

I felt one of Barrett’s hands remove my Team Watch from my wrist. Feeling my Team Watch get taken from me caused me to renew my struggle against Bryan. He must have had super strength or something, though, because I couldn’t get him to budge no matter how hard I struggled, so I gave up eventually.

Without warning, a light flared above me, causing me to close my eyes to protect myself from getting blinded. Eventually, however, my eyes adjusted to the light and I was able to open them without getting blinded.

I was lying on the floor of what looked like one of the Old Library’s study rooms. At least, that’s where I assumed I was. Having never entered the Old Library before, I didn’t know what it looked like on the inside. I drew that assumption based on the dusty, unused desktop computers sitting on a couple of nearby desks, along with a few tall, empty bookshelves that likely once held reference material.

A dusty, dry smell entered my nostrils. A little too dusty because I sneezed violently when some dust entered my nose. Rubbing my nose, I sat up and realized that Bryan wasn’t holding me down anymore. But where was he—?

The sound of a shoe scraping against the floor made me look over my shoulder. Bryan stood just beyond the circle of light. In fact, he was the source of the light, having turned on an old-looking lamp on one of the desks. His eyes glowed blue in the shadows for some reason, making him look like something straight out of a horror movie.

“Bryan?” I said. I scrambled to my feet and looked at him. “What do you want to do with me?”

“I wanted to talk with you alone,” said Bryan. “The Old Library is the most private place on campus, even more private than the dorms. Even the Hectornet isn’t connected here. It’s just you and me. Exactly as I like it.”

My heart thrummed in my chest and my mouth went dry. It took all of my willpower not to run away, though that was mostly because I didn’t know where the exit was. “You said you knew my secret. How?”

Bryan didn’t answer at first. He seemed to be considering my question. “How I know about it is irrelevant. What matters is that you hid it from the student body. You and the faculty.”

“It’s not my fault,” I said. “The faculty—”

“I know why,” Bryan said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “But that doesn’t make it right. The school deserves to know. The students deserve to know. That your kind is living among them.”

I gulped. Bryan’s voice didn’t raise or become heated. He spoke as calmly and casually as if he was discussing the weather. Yet I could sense anger and hostility flowing just beneath the surface of his words. He reminded me of a lion about to pounce on its prey.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know you guys deserve to know, but there’s a good reason why I need to keep my condition a secret from everyone.”

“I said I know why,” said Bryan. “And I don’t like it. Yet that isn’t the real reason I wanted to talk to you in private. I wanted to deliver a message.”

“A message?” I said. “A message from who?”

Bryan suddenly smiled, an expression that looked totally freakish on his face. “Why, from your soon-to-be best friend in the world, Parasite.”
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Parasite?” I said. I gasped. “You’re the traitor who is helping Parasite, aren’t you?”

“Traitor?” said Bryan. “No. Not at all. I’ve simply got a very important message to give you.”

I stepped back. “What if I don’t want to hear it? With my powers, I could—”

Bryan suddenly turned the lamp off, plunging the room into darkness. Before I could react, a fist slammed into my stomach and knock me off my feet. I landed on the floor, clutching my stomach and groaning in pain.

Dang did Bryan hit hard. Whether he had super strength or was just really strong, he knew how to punch. Of course, he was a second-year student. Sea Sister had likely taught him more advanced fighting techniques than what I, a simple first-year student, knew.

A hand grabbed my hair and a light flashed in my eyes, making them water. Squinting my eyes, I saw Bryan’s dead gaze staring down at me.

“Your hard light construct powers are a problem,” said Bryan, “but I know that you cannot create hard light constructs without light. The bigger the construct, the more light you need. Isn’t that right?”

Dang it. Bryan was right. My hard light constructs were amazing, but I did need light to generate them. I couldn’t create light on my own. I had to use already-existing light to make something. That was one of the limitations on my powers, one I had kept to myself, which was why I was shocked that he knew it.

“How did you know?” I said in a weak voice.

“I have my ways,” said Bryan. “That’s why I chose this room. It’s the darkest room in the Old Library. So long as I keep the lights off, you can’t defend yourself.”

With that, Bryan turned off his flashlight and the room was once again plunged into darkness. He also let go of my hair, causing my head to fall back down onto the floor, but I didn’t dare move. I just lay there, panting hard and feeling the pain in my stomach, as I listened to Bryan’s footsteps. It sounded like he was walking in a circle around me, like a tiger about to pounce.

“As you can tell, I’ve taken many precautions to ensure that you and I have some alone time together,” said Bryan, his voice following in the wake of his footsteps. “No one knows where we are, I removed your Team Watch, and there is not a single source of light that you can use to stop me. This way, I know for a fact that I have your complete and perfect attention and need not worry about you trying to run off.”

I bit my lower lip. “You don’t need to brag. I can see your ego even without a flashlight.”

“That’s fine,” said Bryan, “but my ego really isn’t that big. Maybe if I looked a bit more handsome, I would, but as is, this body is kind of ugly. Much uglier than my own, at any rate.”

I froze. “What do you mean, ‘this body’? Isn’t that your body?”

Bryan laughed, a sound that sent a chill down my spine. “I thought you’d figure it out already. I’m not Bryan. I may look like him, but I’m not him. I’m only borrowing his body to talk to you.”

“Then who are you, really?” I said. “If you’re not Bryan, what’s your real name?”

“My real name?” said Bryan. “That, you do not need to know. Just call me by my alias: Parasite.”

Without warning, the light flashed on again, causing me to cringe. I looked up at the light and saw Bryan, but he wasn’t alone. Standing just over his shoulder, smiling through the hole in his mask, was Parasite.

But then the light switched off again and I could no longer see Parasite or Bryan.

“Parasite?” I said, unable to hide the panic in my voice. I struggled to my feet despite my pain and weakness. “No. You can’t be here. Not already.”

“I’m not,” said Parasite in the voice of Bryan. “I would have been here in person much sooner, but unfortunately Night Soldier’s newest security measures work better than I’d like. But I’m not in any hurry. I like to take my time to do things right.”

“But …” I struggled not to let my fear overwhelm me. “I saw—”

“That was just a projection,” said Parasite. “It’s one of the new powers I picked up after leaving school. I can project my soul from anywhere in the world and possess other people. That’s how I was able to take control of this poor sap. He was just enjoying his tuna fish sandwich when my spirit took control of him. He still doesn’t realize it, nor will he until his hands are red with your blood.”

I wanted to run and scream, but I feared that Parasite would kill me if I did. He seemed to want to talk to me, which was fine by me. I would keep him talking until I found a way to escape.

The door was unlocked. If I could just reach the door, I could escape. I could find the teachers or students and tell them what happened. But I couldn’t let Parasite suspect what I was trying to do. I needed to keep him talking so I could buy more time to escape.

Keeping as calm as possible, I said, “That sounds like an extremely powerful power. Why not use it to take control of, say, the President of the United States and have her nuke the Academy? That seems more efficient than taking over the body of a teenager.”

“Just as your powers have limits, so do mine,” said Parasite. “One, I can only possess people younger than me. President Parker is three times my age, so not going to happen. Second, I need to overwhelm their spirit, which is harder and more exhausting than it sounds. And third, I can only possess someone for about five, ten, maybe fifteen minutes if I’m lucky.”

I nodded, although I wasn’t really listening. I was trying to remember which way I had entered the room. The total blackness made everything look alike. And I couldn’t just feel around. Bryan would hear me—might even be able to see me somehow, for all I knew—and stop me. I needed to find the door first because once I did, I would only have one chance to escape.

So I needed to keep him talking. “Makes sense. Every power has its limits.”

“Quite true,” said Parasite. “If there’s one lesson I took away from my time in the Academy, it was that even the most powerful superhuman has his limits. Such as your father, for instance.”

Parasite mentioning Dad made me forget about the door. I looked in the general direction in which I heard Bryan’s footsteps, even though I couldn’t see him. “Don’t mention my father. He’s a much better man than you will ever be.”

“Oh, I know all about your father,” said Parasite, saying the word ‘father’ like it was an insult. “Handsome, strong, famous, married to a beautiful woman, with two children … he’s practically the embodiment of what it means to be a superhero.”

I smiled. “Yeah, I know my dad is awesome. No need to be jealous. I’m sure your dad is good.”

“My dad is dead,” Parasite said. “He was killed in cold blood by your father.”

A hand grabbed my neck and I suddenly found it impossible to breathe. It was Bryan’s hand, but he didn’t turn the light back on. I tried to free myself, but again couldn’t make him budge.

“What …” I gasped. “What are you talking …”

Bryan’s hand suddenly let go of my neck. I rubbed my throat, feeling grateful that I could breathe again, although I also felt even less safe than before. I wished I had a light. That was the only way I was going to escape from Parasite at this rate.

“Your father murdered my father,” said Parasite. Now his voice sounded like it came from behind me. “My father was a supervillain who your father killed long before you were born.”

Rubbing my throat, I said, “And who would that be, if I may ask? Dad’s fought lots of supervillains over the years. I don’t know all of them, but I know most of them from the stories Dad used to tell Jake and me.”

“You want to know who my father is?” said Parasite. “Fine. My father was Robert Candle, the son of Bernard Candle, better known as Master Chaos.”

I froze. I knew who Master Chaos was. He was one of the most infamous supervillains ever and the very first supervillain that my dad fought when he started his superhero career. And his son, Robert Candle, was not quite as well known, but still a dangerous villain his own right.

Parasite was right that Dad had killed Candle years ago, long before I was born. He had only done so, however, after Candle murdered my grandfather, Genius, to avenge Master Chaos. It had been an act of self-defense, not murder, which Parasite apparently didn’t understand.

But my inherent skepticism kicked in and I said, “Impossible. Robert Candle died before he got married or had any kids. You’re lying.”

“I’m not,” said Parasite, “but it doesn’t matter if you believe me or not. What matters is that I am going to avenge my father by killing you.”

“Why?” I said. “I didn’t kill your ‘dad.’ That was the work of my dad.”

“You don’t understand,” said Parasite with a snort. “It’s about revenge, although you might want to ask why I haven’t killed you yet if that’s what I am trying to do.”

“I was wondering that,” I said, glancing around in the darkness. “You’ve had several opportunities to kill me so far, but haven’t taken advantage of any of them. Why?”

“You’re a smart girl,” said Parasite. “Almost as smart as your grandfather, or so I’ve been told. Figure it out yourself.”

I bit my lower lip. “Maybe later. When did you learn that your dad was Candle? Was it before or after you murdered those three students?”

A light suddenly flashed on again, temporarily blinding me, though I still saw Bryan’s outline. “That’s none of your business! What matters is that I am going to continue the legacy of my supervillain father. The superhuman community has always been trying to snuff out the Candles, but we burn brighter than ever. And soon, our fire will burn hot enough to burn the entire Academy to the ground!”

Parasite’s ranting made no sense to me, but I really didn’t care to learn more about his motives. Because his light revealed that the only exit out of here was about ten feet away from me.

Acting quickly, I summoned a light pillar and slammed it into Parasite’s stomach. The blow knocked Parasite off his feet and caused him to drop his flashlight, which spun through the air before smashing against the floor. Without the light of the broken flashlight, the room was once again plunged into absolute darkness.

But I didn’t care. I knew where the door was now and how to get to it. So I ran to the right so fast I almost ran into the door itself. Triumphant, I pulled the doorknob and twisted it.

But it wouldn’t budge.

One second after I realized that, two powerful hands grabbed my shoulders and threw me onto the floor. I hit the floor hard enough to bump my head, making my senses spin from the impact.

Bryan then straddled on top of me and wrapped his big, meaty hands around my throat. I gasped for air as Bryan’s huge hands wrung my neck like a towel. I couldn’t even see his face, although I could hear his heavy breathing and feel his weight on top of me as he tried to strangle the life out of me.

“Neat trick, girl,” said Parasite with a snarl, “but I locked the door when you entered. I knew you might try something like that. Just like your dad, you’re so predictable. And that predictability is what will kill you.”

I tried to get Parasite’s hands off my throat, but Bryan was too strong. And without any light, I couldn’t summon a construct that I could use to save myself, either.

That was when the door to the room burst open so hard it was smashed off its hinges. Light spilled in from outside as Bryan looked over his shoulder and said, “What the—?”

A fist came out of nowhere and slammed into Bryan’s jaw. The blow knocked Bryan off me, sending him tumbling across the floor into the foot of one of the empty bookshelves. With Bryan’s hands and weight off me, I could actually breathe again, gasping in and out several times as my aching lungs greedily sucked in air.

“Ashley,” said a familiar voice. “Are you okay?”

Still gasping for breath, I looked up and saw Night Soldier standing over me. He wasn’t the only faculty member present. Through the open doorway, I saw Sea Sister, the Fashionista, and even Professor Hernandez on the other side. It looked like most of the faculty was here, which was impressive given how this was the middle of a school day.

“I … I’ll be fine,” I said. “But how did you guys—”

“Find you?” Night Soldier interrupted. “Your friend, Courtney, noticed you walking off with Bryan and said she was worried. Then, when your Team Watch was removed from your wrist, Hector sent an emergency message to the teachers informing of us your location.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, even though I was incredibly grateful for their help. Courtney noticed me walking off with Bryan and got concerned about me? That was weird. Did she really consider me that much of a friend that she noticed when I walked off with strange guys?

A sense of gratitude filled me at the thought. I still wasn’t entirely sure that I considered Courtney a friend, but it was nice of her to do that anyway. I didn’t see her among the faculty, but I suppose it wouldn’t have made sense for the faculty to bring a student with them to a dangerous situation.

A groan to my right caused me to look and see Bryan lying on the floor. He was pushing himself up on his hands and knees, rubbing the spot on his face where Night Soldier had punched him.

“Bryan Davis,” said Night Soldier. He pulled a nightstick baton from his belt and held it out toward Bryan threateningly. “Don’t make any sudden moves. As the Headmaster of the Academy, it is my duty to protect my students even from other students like you.”

Bryan did not look up at Night Soldier, but he did chuckle deeply. “Protect your students? Like how you failed to protect the students I killed? Don’t make me laugh.”

Night Soldier froze. “Wait a second … Parasite?”

Bryan looked up at Night Soldier with a hateful glare and a huge, equally hateful grin. “That’s right, Night Soldier. And although you might have saved Ashley from me this time, you still can’t comprehend my true plan. Not until it’s too late.”

With that, Bryan suddenly collapsed onto the floor. And whether he was dead or unconscious, it was impossible to say.

One thing was sure, though:

I was no longer safe here.
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And he said he wanted to kill you to avenge his father?” Night Soldier said, sitting down on the stool next to my bed, a serious look on his face.

I nodded before taking a sip from the water bottle that Irma had given me. I lay in my school uniform in a bed in the Academy Clinic, the very same bed I had rested in after my Neo-Duel with Joey, in fact. It was a bed I really did not want to become very familiar with, but Night Soldier had insisted on sending me and Bryan to the Clinic to make sure we were okay. That was despite my insistence that I only had a few bruises and didn’t need actual medical attention.

“This is nuts,” said Jake, who sat on a stool on the opposite side of my bed. He was still in his Academy uniform, but had the collar popped, probably trying to make himself look cool. He looked at Night Soldier in annoyance. “I thought you said that the Academy was increasing its security. Fat good that did for my sister.”

“As I said, we don’t know what all of Parasite’s powers are,” said Night Soldier, “especially since he left the Academy. We didn’t know that he could possess other people. He couldn’t do that before he left the Academy, so he must have gotten that power sometime within the last three years.”

Jake looked over his shoulder at the door to my room, which was currently closed. “Are you sure that Bryan isn’t actually working with Parasite? How do we know that he isn’t one of Parasite’s friends or something?”

“He isn’t,” I said, thinking back to my confrontation with Parasite in the Old Library. “I don’t know Bryan very well, but Parasite … he’s the real deal. I saw how Bryan acted when Parasite left him. He was genuinely confused about how he got there and what happened.”

I spoke the truth. After Parasite gave up control over Bryan’s body, Bryan had woken up. Night Soldier and the teachers had interrogated him to the best of their abilities, but Bryan insisted over and over that he had no idea what was going on or how he got there. The faculty didn’t seem entirely convinced, however, until I spoke up for him and confirmed that Bryan had indeed been possessed by Parasite.

That was probably the only reason Bryan hadn’t been immediately expelled from the Academy. Sea Sister, in particular, had looked like she was on the verge of throwing Bryan out the front gates herself. It took a lot of talking from Night Soldier and Professor Hernandez to calm her down long enough for her to agree that Bryan was innocent and needed medical attention pronto.

Even then, Bryan and I were kept in separate rooms on the other side of the Clinic. Irma had already checked on me and said I just needed rest. She was currently checking up on Bryan, although I didn’t understand why. Aside from getting punched in the face by Night Soldier, Bryan hadn’t suffered any physical injuries. Of course, he had inflicted plenty of physical injuries on me, though that really wasn’t his fault.

“I believe you,” said Night Soldier. “When I saw that it was Bryan Davis who had attacked you, I was shocked. That was totally out of character for him. It makes far more sense that he had been possessed by Parasite.”

“You make it sound like you knew him well,” I said.

Night Soldier nodded. “I did. He was one of the top students in his first-year class, with the potential to become a Top Six student in his fourth. Aside from being academically gifted, he’s also a gentle giant and probably one of the nicest people you will ever meet.”

“He helped me find my way to my Powers class on my first day,” said Jake thoughtfully, “even though I didn’t know him at all. Pretty nice guy.”

I gulped and rubbed my neck. I felt even worse for poor Bryan now. Not only had he been possessed by a crazed supervillain, but he was actually a good student and decent guy. Why couldn’t Parasite have possessed Sofia or someone like that instead?

“Have you told our parents about the attack yet?” said Jake, looking at Night Soldier.

“My assistant has already contacted both your and Bryan’s parents,” Night Soldier assured us. “We told them that you three are okay and that no one suffered any serious injuries. We also assured them that we are working on protecting you and the other students from Parasite.”

I grimaced. “Dad wasn’t happy when he heard that, I bet.”

Night Soldier chuckled nervously. “Can’t say he was. When I told him Parasite nearly killed you, he sounded like he was going to fly here and beat up Bryan himself. But apparently Blizzard—er, I mean, your mom—is about to give birth to your younger sibling and he doesn’t want to leave her side until the baby is born.”

That sounded about right. Dad was extremely protective of both me and Jake. Of course, he would want to personally protect us from people who would try to kill us. At the same time, though, it made more sense for him to stay with mom. The new baby was coming pretty soon, from what Mom told me on our last phone call, so Mom likely wasn’t in any shape to travel. Leaving her alone, even to protect us, didn’t make sense.

Still, I did feel sad and scared. More than anything, I wanted Dad here to hold me and tell me it was going to be okay like he used to when I got scared as a little girl. It was embarrassing to admit, mostly because it made me sound like a little kid, but that’s how I felt.

“Dad didn’t say anything about taking us out of the Academy, did he?” said Jake, leaning forward on his stool.

“He did not,” said Night Soldier. “He still wants us to treat Ashley’s condition. But he did imply that if we didn’t stop Parasite soon, he might take you two out of the Academy anyway.”

I looked at Night Soldier in horror. “But the Super Pills are working! If I leave the Academy, where will I get the treatment for my condition? What is Dad thinking?”

“He’s thinking of your safety, Ashley,” said Night Soldier, “but again, he said he’ll do that only if we can’t stop Parasite.”

“Speaking of Parasite, how close are you guys to stopping him?” said Jake.

“The NHA, INJ, and G-Men are still looking for him,” said Night Soldier. “The G-Men even recently put up a bounty for Parasite. As far as I know, however, no one has actually found him yet.”

“And if Parasite is to be believed, he’s close enough to the Academy now that he can control students from afar,” I said. I grimaced. “Not good.”

Night Soldier’s hand suddenly rested on my own, making me look up at him. He wore a serious expression on his face, much more serious than normal.

“I know, Ashley,” said Night Soldier, “but rest assured that we will stop him long before he sets foot on this campus. That he got this far at all is a failure on my part to protect my students. Trust me, I feel far worse about it than you do.”

I bit my lower lip awkwardly. Night Soldier wasn’t just saying that to make me feel better. He really did feel guilty about Parasite almost killing me. It reminded me of just how seriously Night Soldier took his job as the Headmaster of the Academy. I wondered if he felt guilty for not protecting the students that Parasite killed three years ago and if that somehow motivated him to protect me.

“That’s nice and all, but I think we’re missing the elephant in the room,” said Jake. “Master Chaos and Robert Candle.”

Night Soldier took his hand off mine. He looked at Jake with a frown on his face. “What about them?”

“Parasite said Candle was his father,” I said, “which makes Master Chaos his grandfather. He said he wanted to kill me to avenge his dad, who our dad killed back when he was a teenager.”

“Is it true?” said Jake, bouncing up and down on his stool uncertainly. “Is Robert Candle really Parasite’s dad?”

Night Soldier sighed. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” I said. “What do you mean, you don’t know? Shouldn’t you know?”

“I mean exactly what I said,” said Night Soldier, looking from me to Jake and back again. “I don’t know.”

“So … if you don’t know, then how did Parasite find out?” I said.

“Parasite may be lying,” said Night Soldier. He put his hands on his knees. “Remember, we found Parasite in an orphanage. That’s when his powers first manifested. We were told that his mother had died when he was just a baby and that the orphanage didn’t know what happened to his dad.”

“But Dad told us that Candle didn’t have any kids,” I said. “No way that Parasite could be his son.”

“I would agree with you, but there are some points in Parasite’s favor,” said Night Soldier. “One, his powers are extremely similar to Candle’s powers, although Candle’s power-stealing ability only let him copy powers, not literally steal them from other superhumans. Two, Parasite is about the age that a son of Candle would be nowadays, assuming Candle got a woman pregnant at a very young age. And three, he does look kind of like a younger Candle, though it’s not an exact resemblance by any means.”

“So he might be telling the truth after all?” I said. I shuddered. “Great. Now I’ve got the son of dad’s worst enemy trying to kill me to avenge his dad.”

“It’s not definitive either way,” said Night Soldier. “It should be noted that Parasite didn’t start making these claims about the identity of his parents publicly until after he left the Academy. Some of his classmates told me, though, that he was apparently making similar claims even before he left.”

“Where did he get the idea that he was the son of Robert Candle?” said Jake. “Seems like a weird thing to lie about. I’d think he’d be more likely to brag about being Omega Man’s long-lost son or something.”

“Who knows?” said Night Soldier with a shrug. “Personally, I think Parasite is just crazy. I think he only claims to be the grandson of Master Chaos to make himself seem scarier than he really is. Even before he left the Academy, Parasite was always something of an attention hog. Claiming to be descended from one of the most infamous supervillains of all time is perfectly in-character for him.”

I nodded. Based on what I knew about Parasite, that made sense.

At the same time, though, I had my doubts. Parasite seemed too sincere about his desire for ‘revenge’ to be lying. Maybe he was just a really good actor or maybe he was mentally ill and only thought he was related to Master Chaos. Either way, he was a danger not just to me, but to the entire Academy, and needed to be stopped.

Jake apparently thought the same thing, because he said, “Who cares who he’s related to? I’m just worried about Ashley. And me, because I’m Bolt’s son, too. Did he mention me at all, sis?”

I shook my head. “No. Parasite didn’t even mention you. He talked solely about me. He made it clear that I’m his target now.”

“Even so, I think it’s fair to extend your security protections to Jake, too,” said Night Soldier. “Parasite may have fixed on you for reasons unknown, but that doesn’t mean he won’t eventually try to kill Jake at some point.”

“I don’t need bodyguards or extra security,” said Jake, folding his arms in front of his chest. “If Parasite comes after me, I can defend myself.”

“No, you can’t,” said Night Soldier bluntly. “You might be strong, but you’re still just a kid. Parasite, meanwhile, is a powerful supervillain who has had three years to amass a collection of powers and train. Even I don’t relish the thought of fighting him and I’m stronger and more experienced than either of you.”

“The Headmaster’s right, Jake,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck. “Parasite is powerful. He nearly killed me and that was without his actual body. If you try to fight him on your own, you’ll just get yourself killed.”

Jake pouted but said nothing. Jake was pretty immature, but even he could see that Night Soldier and I were right. Not that he would ever admit that, though. If there was one trait that Jake had inherited from Dad, it would have to be his epic stubbornness.

“So what are we going to do, then?” said Jake. “Aside from getting me a bodyguard?”

Night Soldier stood up. “I will inform the NHA, INJ, and G-Men about Parasite’s new power, for one. One good thing to come out of this situation is that we now know about at least one of Parasite’s new powers, which is useful information to have. As for what else … I will convene another meeting with the faculty. Ashley and Bryan will remain in the Clinic until Irma releases them.”

“What about me?” said Jake. “Do I have to go back to class?”

Night Soldier shook his head. “No. I’ve already sent exemption letters to your teachers explaining that you are going to miss most of your classes today. You may stay here with your sister if you want or you may go back to your dorm.”

“Okay,” said Jake with a nod. He looked at me and grinned. “Sis, you need to get attacked more often so I have a good excuse for missing class.”

I punched Jake in the shoulder. “Shut up. You realize you’re in danger, too, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” said Jake as he rubbed his shoulder, “but I was just joking, sis. Seriously, lighten up every now and—”

Jake was interrupted by a knock at the door. Night Soldier opened the door to reveal a young boy standing in the doorway. With his dirty jeans, sweat-covered forehead, and dirty fingernails, the boy looked like he had been playing in the mud recently. I could even smell his sweat from all the way over here.

But my eyes were drawn to the absolutely beautiful bouquet of hyacinths in his hands. They were the most beautiful flowers I’d ever seen in my life, wrapped in gorgeous blue paper that fit in well with their colors.

“Floral delivery,” said the boy in an adorably high-pitched voice, “for Ashley Jason!”

“Floral delivery?” I said. “From where?”

“The Greenhouse,” the boy said. He handed the flowers to a bewildered-looking Night Soldier and said, “Bye!”

The boy then ran off, leaving Night Soldier standing with my flowers in his hands, a confused look on his face.

“Um …” Jake scratched the top of his head. “What was that?”

Night Soldier shook his head and looked down at the flowers he held. “These must be from the Academy’s Greenhouse. We grow all sorts of flowers in there and it offers a floral delivery service in-campus. Usually, you only get deliveries during Valentine’s Day, but someone must have decided to make a special delivery just for you, Ashley.”

“Let me see them,” I said, holding out my hands toward Night Soldier. “I want to hold them myself.”

Night Soldier walked over to me and handed the flowers to me. I inhaled the sweet scent of the hyacinths deeply for a moment before noticing a card stuffed inside them. I pulled the card out and, flipping it open, eagerly read it, though I wasn’t quite ready for what it said:

Dear Ashley,

Hope you are doing well. News about what happened to you has spread across campus like wildfire. Thought you might enjoy these beautiful hyacinths directly sent from the Greenhouse.

From, Your Secret Admirer :)
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For the rest of the day, I didn’t let go of those flowers. Okay, I did let Irma put them in a vase she brought in for me, but I never let them out of my sight. I made sure to keep them on the table close to my bed where I could always see them.

I’d never gotten flowers from a guy before. Ever. Actually, I’d never even been asked out by a guy before. The closest was when Richard Hogan asked me to prom back in my normal high school, but even then, that was just a friendly thing and nothing actually happened between us (we actually got into a fight that night, which was probably the main reason we didn’t stay together).

So receiving flowers and a hand-written note from a ‘secret admirer’ was mind-blowing. It made me forget all about the fact that Parasite nearly murdered me in cold blood.

And the handwriting on the note was so beautiful. That was odd because most people didn’t write anymore, especially on physical cards. My own handwriting was nothing to write home about. Yet even my untrained eye could tell that my whoever my secret admirer was, he had incredible handwriting.

But the letter had no hints as to the identity of my admirer. The handwriting wasn’t useful because I’d never seen the handwriting of any of my male classmates to compare it with. And I couldn’t ask the Greenhouse, either, because you could apparently have flowers sent anonymously to people and the Greenhouse had a strict policy of keeping the identities of their customers anonymous.

But I thought I knew who. In fact, I knew who had sent me those flowers: Joey Jones, the most gentlemanly student on campus.

Of course, when I shared this theory with Jake, he scoffed and told me that Joey didn’t like me that much. He said it was probably his friend, Ken, sending me joke flowers and notes again, like when he asked me out at lunch that one time. Or maybe it was one of the other male students who had a crush on me.

I disagreed completely. Joey was the only male student I had any sort of regular interaction with. I didn’t know if he liked me or not, but this seemed like something he’d do for me even if he didn’t like me. I couldn’t think of any other male student on campus with his sense of kindness and, yes, romance. It had to be him. I just knew it.

That was why I took the flowers and card with me when Irma released me from the Clinic later that day. Aside from a few bruises, Irma said I was fit as a fiddle and didn’t need to spend the night at the Clinic. Bryan, however, apparently was staying overnight. Although Bryan had no physical injuries, Irma made it sound like he was suffering from some kind of anxiety or panic attack due to Parasite controlling him. I didn’t know for sure, though, and didn’t get a chance to talk to Bryan, although I did leave him one of my hyacinths. I really didn’t think Bryan was a bad guy and I wanted to make sure that he got something nice to take his mind off what happened to him, at least.

By the time I was released from the Clinic, it was just a few hours until curfew. I considered heading straight to Professor Hernandez’s office to tell him about my day but decided that I needed to stop by my dorm first to take my Super Pill and drop off my flowers and card. Plus, I had to admit that I did want to show off a little bit to my dormmates. None of them had received any sort of romantic gifts from Joey before, as far as I knew, so I felt pretty special.

Stopping in front of the door to my dorm, I was just about to pull out my room key to unlock it when the door suddenly swung open and Courtney appeared in the doorway. A wild look of concern was on her face, made even more wild-looking thanks to her hair, which was poofier and crazier-looking than normal.

“Courtney?” I said, taking a step back in surprise. “Is something the—”

“Come in,” said Courtney. “Now!”

Courtney grabbed my uniform’s collar and yanked me into our dorm. She then slammed the door shut and locked it before pressing her ear against the door. After a few tense seconds of listening, Courtney sighed and pulled her ear away from the door. “Whew. We’re safe.”

“Safe?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “Safe from what?”

“Safe from—” Courtney’s eyes zeroed in on the flowers in my hands. “Whoa! Are those hyacinths? They’re my favorite flower ever!”

“Yeah,” I said. I waved the card in her face. “I got them from a secret admirer, too, while I was in the Clinic.”

Courtney put her hands on her cheeks. “Oooh, now you’re making me jealous. Who do you think it is?”

“I think—” I shook my head. “Wait, why are we talking about my flowers? I want to know what we’re supposed to be safe from.”

“Okay,” said Courtney, her shoulders slumping, apparently disappointed that we were not going to delve into my love life. “We’re supposed to be safe from the other students.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about? The other students have never been mean to me.”

“That’s not quite what I mean,” said Courtney. “I’m talking about the rumors surrounding you. Some of them … aren’t so nice.”

“What rumors?” I said. “Is it about my supposedly infectious disease? I thought that those had died down by now.”

“Different rumors,” said Courtney, “about you and Bryan and what happened between you two in the Old Library.”

“What do these ‘rumors’ say we did in there?” I said. “If they say we were doing anything but—”

Courtney held up her hands quickly. “They really don’t say anything. There’s just this rumor going around that you and Bryan were, well, seeing each other, but then Bryan got angry and tried to kill you. You fought back and then the two of you ended up in the Clinic.”

“Seeing each other?” I said. “I didn’t even know Bryan before literally this afternoon.”

“It gets worse,” said Courtney. “Some of the rumors say that you were deliberately trying to get Bryan kicked out of the Academy by getting him into trouble. It’s caused some of the other students to not like you as much.”

“Some?” I said. “Or all?”

“Okay, so a lot of Team Justice members believe the rumors,” said Courtney. “Not me, though. I thought they sounded too out of character for you for them to be true. But I had to find you first because I didn’t want you to run into any of the other students who do believe those rumors and possibly harass you over it. Bryan’s a really popular guy and everyone loves him, apparently.”

I scowled. “Where did you hear this?”

“I’m not sure where the rumor started,” said Courtney, “but I heard it first from Sofia Rogers, the daughter of—”

“Strike,” I said. I lowered the flowers, my good mood gone. “Yeah, I know who she is. So she told you that I tried to get Bryan kicked out of the Academy?”

“Yeah,” said Courtney with a nod. “Of course, she didn’t have any proof for her claims, which was the main reason I was so skeptical about them. I take it that those rumors are false?”

“One hundred percent,” I said, my grip on the flowers tightening. “Sofia has no idea what she’s talking about. I wouldn’t believe a word she says.”

Courtney bit her lower lip. “Okay, okay. I won’t. But why would Sofia spread false rumors about you?”

“Because she hates me,” I said. “On my first day at the Academy, Sofia tried to get me into her gang. She used the fact that our dads are friends to try to get me on her side. I wasn’t interested, though, and told her as much. She didn’t seem happy about it, but I’m still shocked that she spread those fake rumors about me.”

“She did strike me as a little stuck-up,” said Courtney, rubbing the back of her neck. “She also seemed a little too pleased with the fact that you were probably going to get expelled from the Academy in Bryan’s place.”

“Expelled?” I repeated in anger. “I am not getting expelled, and Bryan isn’t, either. What the heck is wrong with that girl?”

“Maybe she’s just upset you didn’t want to be friends with her,” said Courtney. She looked down at her feet and sighed. “I guess gossip and false rumors are a staple of every high school’s social scene, even in a superhero school.”

I couldn’t disagree with Courtney. I had hoped to leave behind that high school crud when I enrolled here, but it seemed like I’d stepped on Sofia’s toes and now she was trying to ruin my reputation. It certainly took her long enough. Guess she was good at holding grudges or something.

“Where is Sofia?” I said. I put the flowers and cards down on top of my dresser. “I want to talk to her. I want to talk to her now.”

Courtney stepped in my path, holding her arms out. “I really don’t think that’s a good idea, Ash. Sofia is one of the most popular girls in the Academy. Trying to pick a fight with her would just get you in trouble. She’d destroy you and she wouldn’t even have to lift a finger to do it.”

My angry, irrational self wanted to tell Courtney to move and let me go anyway. I didn’t even care if the other students liked me or not. So what if Sofia was the queen bee who everyone had to obey? If the only reason the other students hated me was because Sofia said so, then my decision not to befriend anyone was the best decision I’d ever made in my life.

But my rational, calm self told me that it really would be stupid to go and pick a fight with Sofia. Aside from the fact that Sofia was a second-year and I was a first-year, it was a good way to get in trouble with the school administration. I might even get a legitimate punishment for fighting Sofia. It was like at my normal high school, where being too aggressive toward your bully could get you in almost as much trouble as if you actually were the bully yourself.

Taking a deep breath, I sat down on my bed and kicked the floor. “Fine. But next time I see her, I’ll let her know what I think.”

“That’s probably not a good idea, either,” said Courtney, lowering her arms to her sides, “but at least you’re listening to reason. Maybe there’s hope for you after all.”

I snorted. “Whatever. I’m too tired to pick a fight with anyone anyway. Going to the Clinic always tires me out.”

Courtney nodded. She leaned against my bed with an interested look in her eyes. “So what really happened between you and Bryan in the Old Library?”

I explained to Courtney about how Parasite possessed Bryan and tried to kill me. I didn’t leave out any details, which was pretty amazing when you think about it. I guess I was still in shock, so it didn’t occur to me to keep any of the details to myself. Besides, Courtney had been very helpful to me so far, so I felt like she deserved to know what was going on. If it wasn’t for her, I probably wouldn’t even be alive right now.

“And then the delivery boy from the Greenhouse gave me the flowers and card from a ‘secret admirer’ and left,” I finished. “That’s basically everything that has happened since Bryan lured me into the Old Library.”

Courtney’s eyes were so wide behind her glasses that they looked like they were about to fall out of their sockets. She had been a good listener, not interrupting me at all except to ask a question or two. Other than that, she had been totally silent, which I appreciated because most people weren’t good listeners.

“Dang,” said Courtney. She pushed her glasses up the ridge of her nose. “And I mean dang. I’m not even sure what to say about that. It sounds so crazy, but—”

“It’s true,” I said. “All of it.”

“Even Parasite being the grandson of Master Chaos?” said Courtney. She shivered. “I did a lot of research on the Early Era. Master Chaos was one of the first supervillains and he was totally nuts.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said. “Even Night Soldier said he wasn’t sure if Parasite is related to Master Chaos or not. All I know is that Parasite wants to kill me to avenge his dad and grandpa. That’s the real reason he hates me.”

“Real reason?” Courtney questioned. “Did you think he had another reason for wanting to kill you?”

Dang it. I forgot how smart Courtney was. She still didn’t know about my condition. And honestly, I didn’t want to tell her about it yet. I still didn’t see Courtney as a ‘friend’ necessarily. She was just a helpful acquaintance so far.

So I lied and said, “Eh, I thought maybe he singled me out because I’m the daughter of a famous superhero and he thought that made me privileged or something. Kind of like the old Visionists, you know?”

Courtney nodded. “Yeah, but now I’m really worried about you. If Parasite can possess people, then none of us are safe. I mean, what’s to stop him from possessing me or one of our dormmates during the night and having us kill you while you sleep? Or worse, possess one of the teachers and have them go on a rampage in the school?”

I rubbed my arm. “That is a possibility, but I’m not sure you need to worry about it. Parasite made it sound like possessing people is extremely hard. He also said something about his ‘true’ plan, though he didn’t say what it was.”

“Even so, I’m really worried for you, Ash,” said Courtney. She shook her head. “I was so excited about getting accepted to the Academy last year, but I didn’t realize there were people out there who wanted to destroy it. I feel like I’ve been flung into a superhero adventure that I’m just not ready for yet.”

I chuckled. “Get used to it. According to dad, this sort of crud is a normal part of being a superhero. It’s why I don’t want anything to do with it.”

Courtney looked at me again in confusion. “You really don’t want to be a superhero? I thought you were joking back there in C&N.”

I bit my lower lip. I had once again forgotten that Courtney didn’t know about my condition or the real reason I was here at the Academy.

So I said quickly, “I’m here mostly because my parents say I should be here. They want me to get a good education to learn how to control my powers. Plus, I’m fairly sure they want me to keep an eye on Jake. They probably think he would accidentally blow up the Academy if I wasn’t there to keep him in line.”

“Makes sense,” said Courtney. She yawned. “Well, I’m just about ready to go to bed. I think I’ll grab dinner first, though. Want to go with?”

I shook my head. “Nah. I’m not very hungry. You can go on ahead. I think I’m going to go to bed early.”

Courtney pursed her lips. She looked a little disappointed that I wasn’t going with her, but nodded and said, “All right. You’ve had a long day today anyway. You deserve some rest.”

With that, Courtney left our dorm, leaving me sitting all alone on my bed by myself.

But I didn’t sit for long. I stood up and made my way over to the bathroom, ready to take my Super Pill for the night. Then I would go to Professor Hernandez’s office, report to him about how I felt, and go to bed.

And try not to let Sofia’s stupid rumors keep me up all night.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Before I went to bed that night, I called Cora again, who I was happy to learn was still awake. After quickly catching up on the mundane things going on in our lives, I told Cora about Parasite and how he was trying to kill me. Cora was clearly upset by this fact, even after I assured her that I was okay and that the Academy was going to take extra precautions to keep me safe from further attacks from Parasite. Cora did not seem entirely convinced, but because there was nothing she could do about it, she didn’t push the subject too much.

She was interested in my secret admirer, though, probably even more interested than I was. She was especially curious about Joey, who I was sure was the guy who sent me those flowers and card. I told her pretty much everything I knew about Joey and we talked about him for quite a bit. Gossiping about boys might have seemed silly in comparison to the fact that a deadly supervillain was trying to kill me, but talking with Cora made me feel normal again. It made me forget my problems, even if only for an hour or so.

We also commiserated over Sofia’s rumors about me. Cora seemed more upset about this than the Parasite situation. That wasn’t surprising. Cora had been the target of some vicious rumors once back in grade school, started by a girl who looked an awful lot like Sofia. Ever since then, Cora didn’t have much time or patience for false rumors designed to slander innocent people, especially if those innocent people were her friends.

That was probably why I slept so soundly that night. Talking to Cora helped lower my anxiety. She was one of the few people I trusted to always listen to everything I said, and that included my parents and grandmother. It made me miss her all the more and wish that she could have come with me to the Academy. Talking on the phone was nice, but it just wasn’t the same as talking to someone face to face in person.

The next morning, I was up bright and early. I was up so early, in fact, that I was one of the first students in the cafeteria for breakfast. The cafeteria was mostly bare, with a handful of fourth-year students from Team Mask sitting in one corner, apparently doing some last-minute studying. A few third-years from Team Secret sat in another corner, while a sole second-year student from Team Powers was stuffing his face with eggs, bacon, pancakes, and other breakfast foods happily.

I was disappointed, however, because I hoped to see Joey, who I learned from one of the other first-years was an early riser. I didn’t see him anywhere in the mostly-empty cafeteria, but I did spot Barrett sitting by himself in one corner of the cafeteria. He was absentmindedly munching on a piece of buttered toast, flipping through the pages of what looked like a textbook, though I couldn’t tell which one it was from here.

And although I did not consider Barrett a friend, I decided to sit with him anyway, because he was the only other student in the cafeteria that I knew. With my tray full of orange juice, eggs, and pancakes, I walked over to Barrett and said, “Morning, Barrett! Anyone else sitting here?”

Barrett started when I spoke and looked up at me. He had a weird look in his eyes as if he couldn’t believe I was here. I wondered if I had accidentally interrupted him or something.

“Oh, no,” said Barrett. He gulped. “I mean, yes, you can sit there. I’m not waiting for anyone. In fact, I got up early precisely so I could get some last minute studying in before this morning’s Powers class.”

Sitting down across from Barrett, I glanced at his textbook. “Is that what you’re doing? I hope I’m not interrupting you.”

“Oh, no,” said Barrett again. He sipped his coffee and winced, apparently having drunk it too fast. “I’m always fine with you sitting down and talking. I mean, you can always sit with me. I mean … no, you’re not.”

I raised an eyebrow. Barrett was acting stranger than usual. Granted, he was a Superbian, but this was strange even for him. “Okay. I should probably be doing that myself, honestly. I didn’t do so well in yesterday’s class.”

I winced at the memory of Harden, the Powers teacher, trying to get me to make solid platforms that I could stand on with my light powers. It went okay until I actually tried standing on them and they broke because I didn’t make them strong enough to hold my weight. That was something I’d have to work on.

Barrett sipped his coffee again, though more slowly this time. “Yes, well, a study ethic is something my father instilled in me from an early age. In Superbia, children are taught early on to excel in school and study hard. This is why Superbian students are in such high demand from superhuman schools all over the world and why we are so easily accepted into them.”

“Interesting,” I said as I sipped my orange juice. “I didn’t know that.”

“Few people do,” said Barrett. “But of course, even the best schools pale in comparison to the Institute. Even the Academy, which I’ve enjoyed so far, isn’t quite as good as the Institute.”

I stuffed some eggs into my mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “How would you know that if you’ve never gone to the Institute?”

“But I have,” said Barrett, looking at me in confusion. “Unlike normal countries, Superbian children are enrolled in the Institute from a very young age, even before our powers have manifested. The Institute is the main educational institution in Superbia, covering everything from preschool to university. I’m only going to the Academy because my father wants me to see more of the world.”

“Your father,” I repeated. “The President, right?”

“Yes,” said Barrett somewhat sheepishly, “but I don’t like to trumpet that fact to the world. I’m merely a visitor to America, coming to learn about how superhumans do things beyond Superbia. That my father happens to be the most powerful man in Superbia is really quite incidental.”

I nodded. When news of Barrett’s father broke in the Academy, I’d heard all sorts of weird rumors about him. I had to admit I found it interesting how Barrett was the son of one of the most famous—or perhaps infamous—superhumans in the world but remained so humble and hardworking despite it. “I get it. My dad is pretty famous, too. He’s not the President of the United States, but he’s still one of the better-known superheroes in the world.”

“I know,” said Barrett. “My dad talks about your dad all the time.”

“Positively, I hope,” I said with a chuckle as I cut into my pancakes.

Barrett, however, frowned. “Respectfully, I would say. My father respects your father a great deal, but I’m under the impression he doesn’t like him all that much.”

“Why not?” I said, lifting up a piece of my pancakes and popping it into my mouth. “Did my dad say something offensive to him at some point?”

Barrett shrugged. “I’m not sure. Any time I’ve asked my father about it, he only says ‘Disagreements.’ Has your dad ever said anything about my father to you?”

I shook my head. “No. He only talks about your dad whenever he’s on TV or in the media or something. And usually only in really general terms, too. My dad’s a pretty easy read, but sometimes he can be hard to understand when he doesn’t want to be.”

“Interesting,” said Barrett. “Perhaps someday I will get a chance to meet your dad and you will get a chance to meet mine.”

“Are you sure about that?” I said. “Your dad is pretty famous. I can’t imagine the President of Superbia would bother to come to the Academy, even for you. Or meet me.”

“Oh, my father has many surprises up his sleeve,” said Barrett with a mysterious smile. “Besides, although my father may put Superbia first, he is a tireless defender of superhuman rights all over the globe. Just the other day, in fact, my father worked with the Cuban government to end superhuman rights abuses there. I imagine he would be very interested in visiting the Academy and even meeting you.”

I nodded. I knew all about President Marcus’ superhuman rights activism. It was the main reason he was so famous. In addition to being the founder and President of the only superhuman nation on the planet, President Marcus often spoke out against abuses against superhumans in other countries and even funded several activist groups in countries all over the world to defend superhuman rights. Of course, that was all politics, but I understood President Marcus was a fairly controversial figure due to that.

“But anyway, what happened at the Old Library yesterday?” asked Barret, changing the subject so smoothly I barely even noticed. “Are you okay? I’ve heard a lot of rumors, but no facts.”

“I’m fine,” I said. “In fact—”

A finger tapped me on the shoulder. I immediately looked over my shoulder and felt my heart sink into my stomach when I saw who it was:

Bryan Davis stood directly behind me. He didn’t look nearly as scary as he did in the Old Library yesterday, though the bags under his eyes told me that he hadn’t gotten much sleep last night. His Academy uniform was also rather wrinkled, making me think he must have fallen asleep in it. He looked at me so intensely that I felt like I was under a spotlight.

“Um … hello?” I said hesitantly.

“Good morning, Ashley,” said Bryan. His voice was as soft as ever, though not nearly as threatening as it had been yesterday. “I hope you are doing well.”

“I am,” I said. “And you—?”

“Better,” said Bryan. His gaze shifted from mine. “Irma released me from the Clinic last night after you got out. Said I’ll be fine as long as I take it easy.”

“That’s nice,” I said. I felt really awkward and wasn’t sure where Bryan was going with this.

Bryan looked at me again and folded his hands behind his back. “I just wanted to thank you before class started, since I’m a second-year and you’re a first-year. Irma told me that you defended me and told everyone that I didn’t attack you from my own free will. I really appreciate that.”

Totally taken by surprise, I said, “Oh. Don’t mention it. I just don’t like it when people are blamed for things that aren’t their fault.”

“Thanks anyway,” said Bryan. “And I do appreciate the flower you left me, as well, even though I’m not much of a flower person. But I also wanted to apologize for what I did to you yesterday.”

I smiled nervously. “There’s no need for that. That was Parasite, not you. I’m just glad he doesn’t have control over you anymore.”

“I know,” said Bryan, “but I still feel awful about it. I wish there was something I could do to make it up to you.”

I waved a hand. “It’s fine, Bryan. Really. Like I said, that was Parasite. It’s not like you were working for him or anything. He took control of you against your will. You had nothing to do with it.”

Bryan still looked guilty, but he nodded. “Okay. You’re right. Anyway, I have an early class this morning, so I need to go. Have a nice day.”

With that, Bryan turned and walked away toward the cafeteria doors. I watched him go, feeling a strange mixture of uneasiness, relief, and awkwardness.

“What was that about?” said Barrett, his unique accent breaking me out of my thoughts. He was also watching Bryan go, though with far more suspicion than me. “Is that the same Bryan Davis who tried to hurt you in the Old Library?”

“Yes,” I said, looking at Barrett, “but he didn’t do it intentionally. Parasite apparently has the power to possess people, so he possessed Bryan to try to use him to kill me.”

Barret shook his head. “Unbelievable. In Superbia, Parasite would have been found, tried, and executed already. That he’s still running free, even after trying to kill one of the Academy’s students, is beyond belief.”

“Hey, America is a big place,” I said. “Much bigger than Superbia. Easier for people to hide.”

“I suppose,” said Barrett as he finished off his toast. “Though what did Bryan mean about the flower you left him?”

I shrugged and ate a piece of bacon. “Oh, I got some flowers and a card from a ‘secret admirer’ yesterday after the attack. I gave one of my flowers to Bryan because I felt bad for him and no one got him anything.”

Barrett seemed to tense when I mentioned the flowers and card. “Oh? A ‘secret admirer,’ eh? What did you think about the flowers and card?”

Huh. That seemed like a weird question for Barrett to ask, but I smiled and said, “They were wonderful. I just wish I knew who sent them to me so I can properly thank them, though I think I already know who did it.”

“Really?” said Barrett. “Who do you think sent the flowers and card to you?”

“Joey,” I said. “Joey Jones, the Top Student of Team Justice. It’s just the sort of thing he’d do. He’s a real gentleman, and not just because that’s his superhero name, either.”

Without warning, Barrett closed his textbook abruptly and stood up. “That is a good theory, although I’m sure that there are plenty of other gentlemen in the Academy who would be willing to send you flowers. Besides, I’m not sure Joey is that nice, seeing as he already has a girlfriend.”

“He does?” I said, looking at Barrett in confusion. “Who?”

“I don’t know,” said Barrett. “You might want to ask your friends. Don’t you girls like relationship drama and stuff? Anyway, I’ve got a class to attend. I don’t want to be late.”

With that, Barrett practically stormed off. Smoke seemed to shoot out of his nostrils as he walked. A couple of fourth-year girls in his path scattered to avoid him, but Barrett didn’t seem to even notice them. He just past the increasingly large line of students streaming in for breakfast at the entrance, walked out of the open doors, and soon was gone from sight.

I blinked. That was … weird. Why did Barrett just stomp off like that? It made no sense to me. Did I accidentally say something that offended him? Maybe it was a cultural thing. Given how Barrett was from Superbia, it was possible that I accidentally offended his cultural sensibilities. I wished I knew more about Superbian culture, though, because as it was, I had no idea what I said that caused him to react that way.

“Heya, sis!” said Jake, suddenly sitting down next to me out of nowhere. “Was that Barrett I just saw stomp off like a dragon? What did you say to him?”

“I … don’t know,” I said. “I really don’t know.”

And even though I didn’t consider Barrett a friend, that bothered me a lot.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Over the next month, life in the Academy went more or less back to normal. Although news about Parasite possessing Bryan had spread throughout most of the student body, it seemed like the rumors about me trying to get Bryan into trouble were sticking around longer than they should. I would occasionally overhear a couple of students gossiping about me at mealtimes or in-between classes. They would always shut up as soon as they noticed me, but I would always hear just enough to know that they were repeating Sofia’s rumors.

It still bothered me that so many people believed Sofia’s rumors, more than it should have, honestly. I mean, I already knew people were jerks. And this was without them knowing about my condition. So what if these idiots all thought I was some kind of jerk who tried to get other students expelled? I didn’t want or need any of them as my friends, anyway. As long as I got to take my Super Pill and report to Professor Hernandez about my health, they could say whatever they wanted about me.

Speaking of Sofia, I never got a chance to talk to her, mostly because she was a second-year student, meaning we never had the same classes and didn’t even live on the same floor as each other in the Team Justice dorm. I would sometimes see her at mealtimes or hurrying between classes. She would, of course, pretend like I didn’t exist, which was also fine by me. Out of all of the students at the Academy, Sofia was the one I wanted to be friends with the least, even if our dads were buddies.

It was Barrett who confused me the most. I saw him less and less as time went on. I really only saw him in class and we rarely spoke beyond what was necessary. It seemed to me that Barrett was deliberately avoiding me, which bothered me more than I wanted to admit. I still didn’t exactly consider Barrett my ‘friend,’ per se, but he was one of the few students I was on good terms with.

It mostly just bothered me that I didn’t even know why he was giving me the cold shoulder. I thought about our conversation and even talked about it with Courtney a lot, but I couldn’t figure out why Barrett seemed to want nothing to do with me anymore. Maybe he thought he was better than me because his dad was the leader of an entire country while mine wasn’t.

I also didn’t get to talk to Joey that much, even though I wanted to. As a fourth-year student, Joey was definitely never in the same class as me. I would sometimes see him in the commons in the Team Justice, but he would usually be studying with his fellow fourth-years. I didn’t know much about being a fourth-year student, but it sounded to me like fourth-year students had way more homework than the rest of us. The fourth-year students I did know seemed to drink a LOT of coffee and energy drinks, which explained why they looked so jittery.

I still didn’t know for sure if Joey had a girlfriend or if Barrett was mistaken. I asked around, but it was weird how no one seemed to know. Some of the students I asked said he had a girlfriend but that she simply wasn’t at the Academy, while others said that Joey was single and not currently interested in anyone. A couple of fourth-years I asked told me that Joey had dated multiple girls at the Academy in the past but not at the moment.

Like I said, it was weird how no one seemed to know for sure if Joey was single or not. But I guess it made sense if you think about it. Joey was an illusionist. For all I know, he might have deliberately spread false rumors about his relationship status to confuse everyone. Joey may have been a gentleman, but I’d seen hints of a troll in him and I wouldn’t put it past him to try something like that.

It was probably selfish of me, but I hoped Joey was single. It would make accepting those flowers he sent me much easier. And yes, I still believed that Joey was my secret admirer. I know it probably sounds like wishful thinking, but what is wrong with that? None of the other male students I knew would even think about doing something like that for me. Even my younger brother didn’t bother to write me a get-well-soon card. Why would some other male student—most of whom I didn’t know very well—go out of his way to do something special for me?

Aside from my relationship drama, my classes were going well. I was making strides in pretty much everywhere, even though it seemed like I was getting more homework than ever. In particular, I’d made a lot of progress in my Combat and Powers classes. Sea Sister still kicked my butt without even thinking about it, but I took fewer blows than normal and was getting tough enough to handle most of them without getting knocked out. I was also gaining better and more intricate control over my powers, learning how to use them not only to defend myself but for doing things like making platforms that I or others could walk on, hold up unstable surfaces, and so on.

I was especially excited about my Powers class. Before taking the Super Pill, my Powers class was the one I’d looked forward to the least. I’d been worried that I would lag behind all of the other students due to my condition. Indeed, I even considered skipping that class entirely, even though it was one of the few mandatory classes you had to take to graduate from the Academy.

Since taking the Super Pill, however, Powers was now one of my favorites. Using my powers still caused me a little pain, but it was easy to ignore it. Granted, I had to avoid overextending myself, but that was a vast improvement from before I started taking the Pill. I knew it was science and all, but I was starting to see the Pill almost as a miracle pill more than anything.

Professor Hernandez was just as pleased as I was, if not more so. I would come to his office every night to give him a detailed report on how I felt during the day. Professor Hernandez would always take lots of notes and ask me lots of questions. He told me that he was taking my reactions into account for the next iteration of the Super Pill, though it would not be ready until next year at the earliest. He even said we were close to turning the Super Pill into an outright cure, which was like music to my ears.

Not everything was so peachy, though. The Fashionista still treated me like crud in comparison to the other students in her class. It got to the point that even my fellow first-years started to notice that the Fashionista was singling me out even when I didn’t do anything wrong. I knew why, of course. The Fashionista didn’t want me in the Academy because of my condition. She couldn’t get rid of me herself, so she was probably trying to be mean toward me to convince me to drop out myself.

Whatever. At least my costume was coming along okay. I did go to Fadil for help and he gave me a ton of great tips for making a costume. Fadil, like Courtney, had come from normal parents, although apparently his uncle was a superhero in North Dakota, which was where Fadil had first gotten interested in superheroes.

I tried to keep my costume simple. I based it on my dad’s old costume from when he was a teen. Full-body, red-and-yellow spandex, with a hammer-like design on the chest to represent my light powers. It was relatively simple, especially in comparison to some of the costumes my classmates were designing, but seeing as I didn’t want to be a superhero, I saw no reason to make it flashy or elaborate. It at least passed the Fashionista’s high standards, which surprised me, given how much she disliked me, but that was good.

The Parasite situation, I will admit, occupied a good chunk of my thoughts. Although Night Soldier insisted that he would work on a way to make sure that no other students got possessed again, I didn’t see any visible changes in the school’s security after that. I did hear rumors that Night Soldier was talking with the NHA and INJ about possibly hiring some of their members in addition to the Academy Security, but whether those were true or not, I didn’t know.

And I didn’t see how they would help even if they were true. We knew that Parasite could control people now. Having a bunch of powerful superheroes on campus would just give Parasite more targets to control. Granted, Parasite did say that his power didn’t work on people who were older than him, but I still thought that the idea of bringing more superheroes onto campus didn’t seem like a wise idea to me.

I also kept track of the news, especially through the Neo Ranks app, which had a section on supervillain sightings. Although I checked the app every day, I never saw any reports on Parasite sightings, whether in the Washington, D.C. area or elsewhere. That should have made me feel relieved, but it didn’t.

It made me feel the exact opposite, in fact. With no news on Parasite’s whereabouts, he could literally be anywhere. Even his possession power wasn’t enough of a clue to help us. I assumed that he had to be nearby for his power to work, but for all I knew, Parasite might be able to possess a person from any distance. The Academy guards certainly never reported seeing Parasite in the area, though again, Parasite was so good at hiding that that might not mean anything.

I found myself thinking a lot about what Parasite said to me before he left. If he was the grandson of Master Chaos, then that added to his dangerousness. I still wasn’t sure if it was true or not, but something told me it was. Parasite might have been a crazy serial killer who collected powers the way Jake collected Pokemon cards, but he didn’t seem like a liar to me.

That was the weirdest part about Parasite. Although he was obviously a psycho who I hoped to see captured and put behind bars for the rest of his life, I did feel a bit sorry for him. He obviously didn’t trust anyone and it sounded like he didn’t have a family, either. His only goals in life were to destroy the Academy and kill me and not necessarily in that order.

But I couldn’t feel too bad for him. Parasite had murdered three students at the Academy. That didn’t even include the supers he had murdered over the three years since he left the Academy. He was definitely following in the footsteps of his grandfather by being a psychotic villain who liked to threaten and harm others.

Yet even I wasn’t prepared for his next attack.

It all started on a cold November morning on the weekend before Thanksgiving, when we got some bad news from Night Soldier himself  …


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Saturday, November 17th, 2035, 9:06 AM …

 

 Why are we back in the Auditorium?” said Jake, sitting next to me with his arms folded in front of his chest. “Listening to our Headmaster talk about whatever he’s going to talk about is not my idea of a fun weekend.”

I looked at Jake in confusion. “What were your plans for this weekend? Don’t tell me you were planning to catch up on your homework.”

Jake snorted. “Of course not. Ken and I were going to catch up on Arms & Swords III. Remember? The game I got for my birthday last month?”

I grimaced. “You mean that stupid video games with the guy who uses a sword and a gun? I thought you got bored of that already.”

“Nuh-uh,” said Jake, shaking his head. “It’s actually really interesting. We’re planning to go online and start owning some noobs. Ken just bought the DLC that gives our characters access to some awesome new weapons. It’s gonna be sweet.”

I sighed. “I suppose I shouldn’t have assumed you would do the responsible thing and actually catch up on your homework, huh?”

“Why would I do that?” said Jake, mystified.

“Because if you don’t do your homework, you won’t graduate?” said Courtney, leaning around me to look at Jake. “And you do want to graduate, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” said Jake, “but it’s not really that hard. I can do it all last minute and still pass.”

I sighed again but wasn’t surprised. Due to Jake’s super-speed, he could complete tasks that would take most people days to complete in hours or even minutes. As a result, Jake had become even less responsible since coming to the Academy, to the point where he deliberately let his homework pile up so he could finish it at the last minute. I tried to teach him to get his homework done in a more timely manner, but it was a losing battle. At this point, I figured the only way Jake would learn was if he waited too long and failed to do his homework in time for his class. Even then, he still might not care.

“Oh, and don’t call me Jake anymore,” said Jake. “It’s Zip, remember?”

“How’s about I call you annoying?” I said, punching Jake playfully in the shoulder. “Or was that name already taken?”

“Ha, ha, sis,” said Jake, rolling his eyes. “You’re a real comedian, you know that?”

“Hey, I think the presentation is about to start,” said Courtney, pointing suddenly. “See? The Top Six are already on stage.”

Courtney was correct. On the stage below, the Top Six students were already seated on metal chairs. My heart skipped a beat when I saw Joey sitting in the middle. I tried to wave at him, but he didn’t seem to notice me. That was probably because of the other thousand or so students in the audience, who were all talking and jostling and generally making a ruckus. As usual, teachers were walking up and down the aisles attempting to impose some sort of semblance of order on the students, though with limited success.

“Yeah, but Night Soldier isn’t yet,” said Jake, standing on his seat to look over the heads of the students in the rows in front of us. “I bet it’s not going to start for at least a few more minutes.” He plopped down into his chair and pulled out his phone. “So boring. Might as well make some good use of this time to watch videos of the game I should be playing right now.”

I rolled my eyes, but knew Jake wouldn’t listen to anything I said. A glance at my Team Watch showed that we had only a few minutes before the presentation started. That gave me time to think about what the presentation itself was going to be about.

A week ago, Night Soldier had sent out an announcement, via Team Watch, to every student in the Academy. He had scheduled a presentation for Saturday morning in which he would discuss the ‘future’ of the Academy in light of the Parasite situation. He said it was important that every student come and that any student who missed the presentation would get points docked from their overall grade.

That was the main reason why the Auditorium was nearly packed to the brim with students from all years and Teams. No one wanted to have points deducted from their grade just because they had plans for their Saturday. I had been planning to hit the gym and get some swimming in, but when I got this announcement, I canceled my plans immediately because I wanted to know what Night Soldier was going to do about Parasite.

Courtney must have been wondering, too, because she said, “Ash, what do you think Night Soldier is going to say? Do you think he’s going to announce a way to keep Parasite from possessing people again?”

I played with a loose strand of hair absently. “I’m not sure. Parasite has not possessed anyone since last month. And I’m not even sure how you’re supposed to protect against that. It seems impossible to me.”

“Maybe they’ll be making security changes while we’re away for Thanksgiving break?” said Courtney. She rubbed her hands together anxiously. “Or worse, what if Parasite decides to attack us when we’re outside the Academy?”

I sighed. “Courtney, I don’t think you have to worry too much about that. I’m Parasite’s target, remember? And anyway, my family is planning to go to Hero Island for Thanksgiving, which is even more secure than the Academy. I think you’ll be just fine.”

“You’re probably right,” said Courtney, “it’s just that—”

“Students of the Academy!” Night Soldier’s voice suddenly rang out in the Auditorium, drowning out the sounds made by the students. “I am pleased to see that you all could make it to this presentation because it is easily the most important presentation of the whole school year.”

Startled, I looked over the tops of the heads of the students in front of me and saw Night Soldier standing on the stage behind the podium and microphone. Joey and the Top Six were still sitting off to the side by themselves, though they intently listened to every word that Night Soldier said.

The entire Auditorium had finally gone silent when Night Soldier spoke. That was normal. Anytime Night Soldier spoke, people listened. I assumed his commanding presence came from his time in the military. From what I heard, Night Soldier had been a high-ranking marine who had killed loads of terrorists himself during his military career. He certainly looked commanding on stage, standing upright with a strong gaze and even stronger tone.

Night Soldier’s gaze swept over the crowd of students. “In the week since I announced this presentation, I’ve heard a lot of speculation from students as to what, exactly, it will be about. Aside from mentioning Parasite in the initial announcement, I have not publicly spoken about the details of the presentation. That is because I was still finalizing some of the plans I was going to announce here. Indeed, I didn’t finish finalizing some of them until just yesterday.”

Courtney and I exchanged puzzled looks. It was easy to assume that he was referring to security issues, but the way he described his plans made it sound like he was talking about something else. I sat forward, trying to listen better than ever. Even Jake seemed interested now, standing on his seat and craning his neck to get a good look at Night Soldier.

“As you are all aware, the Academy has become the target of the supervillain terrorist known as Parasite for almost two months now,” Night Soldier continued. “Parasite has vowed to destroy the Academy and kill as many students and faculty as he can. He holds a grudge against the Academy for kicking him out of the school three years ago after he murdered three of his classmates.”

Shocked whispers and murmurs swept through the students at that news. I had forgotten that most of the student body had not been aware that Parasite had been a student at the Academy. For that matter, they hadn’t known that he had also murdered three students, either.

I found it curious that Night Soldier didn’t mention my name. Perhaps it was because he didn’t want to draw unnecessary attention to me. He knew how much I hated the spotlight, so I appreciated that.

“Since then, the Academy has worked hard to secure the safety of our students,” Night Soldier continued. “We’ve increased our security budget, hired more guards, added state-of-the-art security systems to the campus, and done many other things that I cannot publicly discuss right now. By all objective measures of security, the Academy has never been safer.”

I nodded. Hard to argue with that, though so far Night Soldier spoke pretty vaguely. Something was comforting about his words, though. A glance around the Auditorium showed me that the other students listened with varying degrees of interest and concern. A few weren’t listening at all, instead looking at their phones, perhaps playing games or surfing the web. I didn’t understand how you couldn’t listen to what Night Soldier said was the most important presentation of the whole school year. Then again, I didn’t understand how you could leave your homework unfinished until the last minute, either, and my own brother did that.

Night Soldier frowned. “But the Academy still isn’t safe. Just last month, one of our second-year students was possessed by Parasite, who attempted to use said second-year student to murder a first-year. It was a miracle that Parasite’s murder attempt failed, but it was still a close one. As Headmaster of the Academy, I feel responsible for the safety of every student here. If I am unable to protect my students, then I feel that that makes me unfit to continue to serve as Headmaster.”

“What does he mean?” Jake whispered to me. “Is he saying he’s going to quit?”

Before I could tell Jake to wait and listen, Night Soldier said, “That is why, effective immediately, I have resigned from my position as the Headmaster of the Academy.”

Another wave of shocked whispers and murmurs spread through the crowd just then. I couldn’t believe what I heard. Night Soldier was resigning? I looked at Courtney and Jake. Courtney looked like she had just been sucker-punched, while Jake was scratching the top of his head.

Only the Top Six students looked unsurprised by Night Soldier’s announcement. Joey, in particular, looked at ease, aside from the slight crease in his forehead from his furrowed brows. I suppose Night Soldier must have told the Top Six about his decision already. None of the teachers I could see from here looked surprised, either.

Some of the students in the front rows began shouting questions at Night Soldier, but Night Soldier raised his hands and said, “I know this is shocking, but everyone, please calm down. Although I am no longer the official Headmaster of the Academy, I need to explain what is going to happen once I am gone.”

As usual, the crowd quieted when Night Soldier spoke, though I saw a few students still whispering furiously among themselves about this announcement. But I ignored the gossiping students and fixed my gaze on Night Soldier, wondering what this would mean not just for the Academy, but for me as well.

“The Academy Board voted to make Anna ‘The Fashionista’ Barrington as the new Headmaster last night,” Night Soldier continued. “Currently, the Fashionista is the teacher of the Costumes & Names class. She will continue to split her time between her Headmaster duties and teaching duties until Thanksgiving break, after which she will hand off her teaching duties to her aide. A new Costumes & Names teacher will be hired the following school year. Anna, could you come up on stage, please?”

The Fashionista, who had been sitting in the front row with the other teachers, sprang up from her chair and practically bounced up onto the stage. Taking the microphone from Night Soldier, the Fashionista smiled and waved at everyone. “Hello, students of the Academy! I am beyond honored and pleased to be your new Headmistress. As some of you may know, I’ve been working in the Academy for ten years now. The Academy Board voted unanimously to make me Night Soldier’s replacement and it is a duty and honor I will do my best to live up to.”

I bit my lower lip. Why did the Academy Board vote for the Fashionista to be the new Headmaster? Why not Professor Hernandez? Or even Sea Sister?

I wasn’t the only student puzzled by this choice. A second-year boy in the row before me whispered to the girl sitting next to him, “Seriously? The Fashionista? This has to be some kind of joke.”

“This is no joke, my students!” said the Fashionista suddenly as if in answer to the boy’s question. “The next time you head to the Headmaster’s Office, my name will be on the door and I will be sitting behind the desk. And I vow to make the Academy as fabulous as possible, beginning with the demolition of the Old Library!”

That got a few claps and cheers from the students. Given my negative experiences with the Old Library, I had to admit it was a good first action for the Fashionista to do. I couldn’t disagree with it, at any rate.

“But there will be more—much more—changes coming to the Academy,” said the Fashionista, “now that I am the Headmistress. I don’t have time to go into them all here, but rest assured that the Academy will soar to grand new heights under my leadership, heights higher than any of you could imagine. It will be so amazing, the best ever.”

I frowned deeper. Lots of hype so far, but little substance other than destroying the Old Library. Then again, she was the Fashionista. All hype and no substance was basically how the fashion world operated.

“But before I dismiss you all for the day, I have one last thing to share with you,” said the Fashionista. Her eyes scanned the crowd in a rather creepy way until they locked with mine. “I will protect the Academy from all threats … both internal and external.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

After that rather ominous last sentence, the Fashionista dismissed the assembly and told us that we could all go back to whatever plans we had for our weekend. The mass of students filed out from the Auditorium fairly quickly, including me, Jake, and Courtney. I tried to go up to the front to try to talk to Night Soldier, but Night Soldier and the Fashionista had already disappeared backstage before I could get a chance to talk to either of them. The Top Six students also disappeared, including Joey, which bothered me because I was still confused by the announcements made during the presentation.

“So … the Fashionista, huh?” said Courtney as the three of us stepped out onto the front steps of the Auditorium. We stepped off to the side to avoid blocking the exit that the rest of the students were using to leave the Auditorium. “Honestly, while I think she’s a good teacher, I can’t imagine her as the Headmistress of the Academy.”

“Same here,” Jake agreed. “Night Soldier was a really cool guy. It’s not his fault that Parasite has powers none of us know about.”

“Yeah,” I said with a nod. I shook my head. “I don’t like this. And not just because I dislike the Fashionista, either. I’m mostly curious about how she plans to protect the Academy from all threats.”

“Maybe she’s planning to personally hunt down Parasite and deal with his so-called ‘allies’ in the Academy?” Jake said. “If so, that would instantly make her cool in my eyes. Cooler than Night Soldier, even.”

“No way,” said Courtney, shaking her head. “Between her teaching and Headmistress duties, the Fashionista isn’t going to have time to go hunting for supervillains. She must be talking about some new security measure they’re going to add.”

“But how will she keep the Academy safe from Parasite?” I said. “With his ability to possess the bodies of others, Parasite can basically go wherever he wants.”

“I guess we’ll find out later,” said Jake. He stretched his limbs and glanced up at the clear blue sky overhead. “Regardless, I’m just glad the presentation was so short. I’m going to find Ken and see if he’s ready to play. See ya!”

With that, Jake zipped off down the steps. He immediately found Ken, who stood near the Omega Man statue, and then the two ran off, talking and laughing with each other as they ran.

“Your brother sure does know how to jump from subject to subject, huh?” said Courtney.

I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “Yeah. He’s pretty much always been that way. Still, I can’t say he’s wrong. Because the presentation was so short, it means we have time to do other stuff.”

“Like go to the Gym?” said Courtney.

I nodded, smiling. “Exactly. We can worry about the Fashionista and her plans la—”

Without warning, Hector’s small light form flashed out of my Team Watch and hovered next to me. “Ashley Jason! Headmistress Fashionista requests your presence at her office!”

“Huh?” I said, looking at Hector in confusion. “She wants me in her office now? Why?”

“To discuss your future at the Academy,” said Hector in a tone that implied he was quoting someone else.

“My future at the Academy?” I said. I frowned. “I’m planning to return after Thanksgiving break if that’s what you’re implying.”

“I wouldn’t make plans to come back if I were you, girl,” said Hector with a chuckle, “because the Headmistress told me that you are officially expelled.”

-

“What do you mean, I’m expelled?” I said, almost shouted, at the Fashionista.

The Fashionista, sitting on the other side of the desk, looked up at me from the papers before her. “Do you know what the definition of ‘expelled’ is or do I need to pull out my grandfather’s old dictionary and read it to you?”

“She knows what that word means, Anna,” said Professor Hernandez, who sat on the chair next to mine. “She’s just in shock.”

“ ‘In shock’ is putting it mildly,” I said. I looked from the Fashionista to Professor Hernandez and back again. “Since when was I expelled?”

“Since the Board picked me to be the Headmistress and approved your expulsion,” the Fashionista explained. She tapped the corner of her mouth with a ballpoint pen with the Academy’s name printed on it. “So, last night.”

“Is that true, Professor?” I said, looking at Professor Hernandez desperately. “Did the Board really approve my expulsion?”

Professor Hernandez nodded. He was frowning deeply, his shoulders slumped and his glasses slightly askew. He didn’t look like he slept very well last night. “They did. I tried to argue against it, but I was overruled.”

“You mean I presented the better argument,” said the Fashionista with a smirk. “Here’s a hint: If you want to win debates, maybe don’t constantly talk about ‘science’ all the time.”

“But I was told that I was going to spend the next four years here,” I said. “Yet it sounds like I won’t even get to complete my first-year.”

Professor Hernandez took his glasses off his face and wiped them with the corner of his lab coat. “Because of your special condition, it requires a majority Board vote to get you expelled. That is different from normal students, who the Academy can expel at will for any reason we choose.”

“The Board was already not very excited about having a student with your … condition attending the Academy,” said the Fashionista. She smiled. “The Parasite situation just gave them an excuse to get rid of you. It’s quite simple.”

“What about my father?” I said. “Have my parents been told about this?”

“They have,” said the Fashionista. “I called them this morning to let them know about the Board’s decision. Your father, as you might have guessed, wasn’t very happy with that, but even Bolt can’t fight the will of the Board.”

“It’s true,” said Professor Hernandez as he put his glasses back on his face. “Once the Board expels a student from the Academy, even their parents can’t reverse that decision.”

“Unless your parents decide to take the matter to court,” said the Fashionista. She smirked. “Which I doubt they will do, seeing as that would require letting the public know about your condition, something I know you and your parents have tried very hard to keep secret from everyone.”

I huffed but said nothing. The Fashionista was right, even though I didn’t want to admit it. It probably wouldn’t be worth taking the Academy to court over this decision. My parents weren’t exactly rich, anyway, so I doubted we even had the funds to fight them in court. Plus, I didn’t want my condition to become public knowledge.

“Why did the Board expel me from the Academy?” I said. “I’m not the one threatening to destroy the Academy here. Parasite is.”

“There’s the rub,” said the Fashionista. She pulled out a nail file and began filing her nails. “Parasite wants to kill you, specifically. Is it any coincidence that Parasite showed up again after three years of total silence right when you began to attend the Academy?”

“But doesn’t Parasite have a grudge against the Academy in general?” I said. “How do you know he will leave the Academy alone even if I’m expelled?”

“As I said, your presence at the Academy is what brought Parasite out of hiding,” said the Fashionista. “When he possessed poor Bryan Davis, he only tried to kill you. You are his primary target. He doesn’t care about anyone else. For the good of the students, then, the Board was forced to expel you.”

“Only after you ‘convinced’ them to,” I said. “And I wonder what you said to them that was so convincing, anyway.”

“I simply laid out the facts as I presented them to you,” said the Fashionista. “Don’t worry. None of the other students will know why you’ve left the Academy. We will simply let them know that you are no longer going to attend the Academy and will instead get ‘private’ education at home.”

“But I didn’t come here for education,” I said. I looked at Professor Hernandez. “I came here to get treatment for my condition. If I leave the Academy, will I have to stop taking the Super Pill?”

“Of course not,” said the Fashionista. “You can take your medicine at home, can’t you? There’s nothing special about the Academy that means you can only take your medicine here.”

“It’s mostly for convenience, Anna,” said Professor Hernandez, leaning forward. “The Super Pill is still an experimental drug. I need to be able to monitor Ashley as closely as possible while she’s taking the Pill. That is much easier to do here in the Academy than if she was at home. It’s not like I can move in with her or something.”

“So?” said the Fashionista, tossing an annoyed glare at Professor Hernandez. “We’ve already discussed this last night, Dean. You can communicate with Ashley over the phone or Internet if you need to keep tabs on her. Modern technology has given us a variety of ways to communicate with people. I’m sure you don’t actually need to be physically near her to monitor her health.”

“If the Super Pill was just a normal medicine and I was her personal doctor, I would agree with you on that,” said Professor Hernandez. He gestured at me. “But it isn’t. The Super Pill is extremely experimental. So far, it’s been a successful experiment, but I’ve been a scientist long enough to know that experiments can go south pretty quickly even if you’re doing everything right. For Ashley’s safety, I need to keep her here where I can keep a close eye on her.”

I smiled softly when Professor Hernandez defended me. I knew Professor Hernandez didn’t care about me just because I was his test subject. He cared about me as a person, too. There was a reason he was my favorite teacher and he was showing it off right now.

The Fashionista stopped filing her nails. She looked at Professor Hernandez with annoyance, almost anger, on her beautiful features. “I hope you haven’t forgotten, Dean, that we already talked about this at the Board meeting last night. I understand you scientists love being close to your experiments, but for the safety of the students, Ashley Jason needs to go.”

“But how else will we know if the Super Pill is harming her or not?” said Professor Hernandez. “Don’t you care about her health?”

“I care more about the well-being of her fellow students,” said the Fashionista shortly, “who, it should be noted, are extremely afraid of Parasite. Night Soldier’s failure to protect Bryan Davis from Parasite has caused people to think that the Academy is no longer a safe place for superhuman parents to send us their children. Tell me, Dean, what do you think would happen if superhuman parents stopped sending their children to the Academy?”

Professor Hernandez looked at the desk. “Attendance rates would drop.”

“They would plummet,” said the Fashionista, lowering her hand to mimic something falling. “The Academy itself would have to be shut down. And with it, the largest superhuman educational system in the country. If you think I’m going to risk one of the American superhuman community’s most cherished institutions for your scientific experiments, then you’ve got another thing coming, Dean.”

Professor Hernandez gulped. I could tell that Professor Hernandez wasn’t a very confrontational person. That was probably why he wasn’t putting up much of a fight against the Fashionista.

I wasn’t a very confrontational person, either, but there was no way I was going to sit back and continue to let the Fashionista berate my favorite teacher in the Academy.

So I said to the Fashionista, “You’re only getting rid of me because of my condition. You just exploited the Board’s fear of Parasite and getting a bad rep to get me expelled.”

That caused the Fashionista to turn her attention from Professor Hernandez to me so fast even I was surprised. “Are you saying that I don’t care about these students and that I’m only trying to get rid of you because of my bias against people with Hernandez’s Disease?”

“Basically, yeah,” I said with a nod. “You can’t guarantee that the Academy will be safer without me. Even if I’m Parasite’s main target, that doesn’t mean I’m his only target.”

The Fashionista snorted. “I think it’s safe to assume that you are his only target. Besides, I’m not that petty. Kicking you out just because of your condition isn’t my style.”

“But you’ve always been against me coming here,” I said. “Night Soldier told me so.”

The Fashionista rolled her eyes. “Night Soldier said a lot of things. Doesn’t mean they are true. Nor does it matter. I am in charge now and Night Soldier is not.”

I opened my mouth to argue further, but Professor Hernandez rested a hand on my shoulder. I looked at him in confusion, but Professor Hernandez was not looking at me. He was looking at the Fashionista.

“Thank you for your time, Fashionista,” said Professor Hernandez, “but I think we’ve just about covered everything we need to cover. Both Ashley and I have prior obligations today, so we’ll need to get going soon enough.”

“Of course,” said the Fashionista with a nod. “Ashley will need to prepare for the day she leaves the Academy. That will be tomorrow.”

“I’m leaving tomorrow?” I said in disbelief. “You aren’t even going to give me a week?”

“You are already technically expelled,” the Fashionista said. “By all rights, I could kick you out on the street right now if I wanted and there’s nothing you can do about it. But I’m going to generously give you time to pack. Your parents will pick you up tomorrow at the Auditorium.”

I wanted to argue with the Fashionista further—seriously, just one day to pack?—but Professor Hernandez stood up and said, “Come along, Ashley. The day is already halfway over. If you’re going to pack, now is the time.”

I bit my lower lip. But I stood up and followed Professor Hernandez out of the Fashionista’s office, feeling more dejected and angry than I had in a long time and worried about my future.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

As soon as we stepped outside of the office and closed the door behind us, I looked at Professor Hernandez and said, “You’re not going to argue with her about this?”

Professor Hernandez shrugged. “I tried. Didn’t you see?”

“She was obviously motivated more by her bias against me than her concern for the students’ safety,” I said. “Why did the Board vote to make her Night Soldier’s replacement, anyway? It doesn’t make sense.”

Professor Hernandez rubbed his temples. “Sometimes, Ashley, you have to pick and choose which fights to battle. Arguing with Anna would have been counterproductive. Besides, as Anna herself said, the Board chose to expel you, so even Anna can’t reverse that decision.”

“I still don’t get it,” I said as we walked down the admin offices’ hallway toward the exit. “Why the Fashionista? Why not Sea Sister or even you?”

“Anna’s always been the most ambitious out of the faculty,” said Professor Hernandez. “That’s a good thing sometimes, but it also means she’s been gunning for Night Soldier’s position for a while. She and Night Soldier don’t see eye to eye on a lot of issues, such as whether to admit students with Hernandez’s Disease into the Academy or not.”

“But doesn’t the Board realize how biased she is?” I said, glancing over my shoulder at the door to her office as we walked. “She’s not even remotely neutral.”

“That’s because the Board didn’t pick her,” said Professor Hernandez. “Night Soldier did.”

I came to an abrupt stop in the middle of the hallway, staring at Professor Hernandez in surprise. “Night Soldier picked her as his successor?”

Professor Hernandez came to a stop, too, and looked at me apologetically. “He did, yes.”

“But … why?” I said. “She’s a terrible replacement.”

“He said it’s because she genuinely cares for the students and has been at the Academy longer than most of us,” said Professor Hernandez. “To be honest, I was just as surprised by his decision as anyone. I’m still not sure that’s the real reason he chose her as his successor.”

“You mean that Night Soldier really isn’t coming back, then?” I said, feeling my heart sink into my stomach.

Professor Hernandez shook his head. “No, I don’t think he is. Not as the Headmaster, anyway.”

Dang it. Night Soldier and Professor Hernandez had been my two strongest allies in the Academy. Without Night Soldier to advocate for me, though, I had only one ally, and Professor Hernandez wasn’t the strongest ally due to being the only normal professor in the entire faculty. No wonder the Fashionista had been able to get Night Soldier’s job and expel me at the same time. No one in the Academy could stop her.

“What about Jake?” I said, looking up at Professor Hernandez suddenly. “The Fashionista didn’t mention anything about Jake.”

“He’ll still stay in the Academy,” said Professor Hernandez. “Because Parasite hasn’t targeted him, the Board agreed to let your younger brother stay.”

“He also doesn’t have Hernandez’s Disease,” I pointed out bitterly, “unlike me.”

“That may have influenced the Board’s decision as well,” said Professor Hernandez. He scratched the back of his neck. “But there’s nothing we can do about it. Once the Board makes their decision, it must be followed. Your best bet at staying in the Academy is appealing to the Board, though be warned, most of the time that doesn’t work.”

I sighed. “All right. Let’s go back to my room so I can start packing.”

Professor Hernandez put his hands into his pockets. “I know you’re disappointed—heck, I’m disappointed—but I think we can still make our arrangement work. While I would prefer to have you as physically close as possible to monitor your health, I can still monitor you remotely. I may need you to fill out some reports, however, and take more notes on your health than usual for my reference. You can do that, right?”

“I can,” I said, “but I’d rather be here.”

“I know,” said Professor Hernandez. He sighed. “But we need to make the best of it. That’s all you can really do in life sometimes.”

I nodded and followed Professor Hernandez down the hallway again, but didn’t say anything.

Why was I so upset about this? Yes, the Academy was a nice school, but again, I didn’t want to become a superhero, so if I got kicked out, then it wasn’t the worst thing that could happen to me. I could just go back to normal high school, graduate, and then go to college like a normal—as in, ordinary, not powerless—person. No need for me to get involved in all of the shenanigans that superheroes usually ended up getting involved with.

I didn’t even have any real friends. I guess Courtney and I were pretty close, and Barrett and Joey were nice, but beyond them, did I really know anyone else? No, not really. I kept my distance from everyone and everyone kept their distance from me. All of the other students were more willing to believe all of those dumb rumors about me than actually talk to me and find out if they were true themselves anyway. I could get plenty of that back at my normal high school if I wanted to.

Even Professor Hernandez’s medical attention was something I could do over the Internet. Strictly speaking, I didn’t need to be here in person at the Academy for him to monitor me. Heck, we might even be able to figure out a way for Professor Hernandez to visit me in person every now and then. I wouldn’t need to stay in a dorm with a bunch of girls I didn’t know or go to class with students who hated me or become the target of some dumb ‘popular’ girl who was angry I didn’t want to climb the social ladder with her.

But that wasn’t entirely honest. I was going to miss the Academy. I was going to miss Courtney and Barrett. I was going to miss Joey. I was going to miss Jake. I was going to miss seeing my powers and combat skills improve with every lesson I took. Heck, I was even going to miss being able to design my costume, even though Costumes & Names was my least favorite class by far.

Perhaps the thing I would miss the most, I thought as I followed Professor Hernandez out the door onto the front steps of the admins’ office, was the hope I had felt when I discovered that the Super Pill worked. It was at the Academy that I felt my first real sense of hope, like I had an actual future. I knew I could get that feeling from anywhere, but I had gotten it here at the Academy fir—

A big golden retriever jumped out of nowhere and tackled me to the ground. The dog surprised me so much that I didn’t even try to defend myself. The dog’s hot, dog food breath blew in my face, making me gag from the stench.

“Professor?” I said as I futilely tried to push the big dog off me. “Whose dog is this?”

“I … don’t know,” said Professor Hernandez, scratching the back of his head. “I’ve never seen it before. Pets aren’t allowed on campus, whether for students or faculty. So I have no idea where this dog came from.”

The golden retriever licked me happily in the face, causing me to grimace and say, “I like dogs, but not this much!”

“Hey, Goldilocks!” Jake’s voice suddenly called out. “Get off my sister!”

Jake suddenly appeared by my side and held out a slice of bacon to the retriever. The dog immediately snapped at the bacon, but Jake stepped back just out of its reach. Forgetting all about me, the dog stepped off me and got closer to Jake, who tossed the bacon slice into its mouth. The dog chomped down happily on the bacon slice while Jake scratched it behind its ears and said, “Good boy!”

“Jake?” I said, sitting up and brushing dog hair off my clothes. “Whose dog is that?”

“Huh?” said Jake, looking at me. “Oh, I don’t know. I was on my way to find you when I saw this big dog wandering around the admin offices. So I started playing with him. He’s really well-trained. Watch.”

Jake pulled a tennis ball out of his pocket and held it up for the dog to see. The dog, licking bacon grease off its lips, looked at the tennis ball intently.

“See this ball, boy?” said Jake, bobbing the tennis ball up and down. “See it? See it? Catch!”

Jake threw the ball down the steps. The retriever darted down with surprising speed and grace, caught the ball before it bounced off the last step, and ran back over to Jake. Jake took the now saliva-covered ball from the retriever’s mouth and patted it on the head, saying, “Good boy! You know your stuff.”

“So you’ve been playing with this strange dog during while I was arguing with the Fashionista,” I said, staring at Jake in disbelief.

“Yep,” said Jake with a nod. “The Academy just keeps getting better and better. I mean, how many schools have friendly dogs you can play with? Our old school definitely didn’t.”

“But that’s not the Academy’s dog,” said Professor Hernandez, scratching the back of his head. “The Academy doesn’t allow pets on campus at all, except for service animals and the like, which that dog clearly is not.”

“Does the dog have a tag on its collar?” I said, glancing at the crimson collar on its neck. “That might help us identify his owner.”

While still petting the dog on its head, Jake grabbed the metal tag hanging off its neck and squinted. “It says his name is ‘SAMMY,’ but it doesn’t say who his owner is. It doesn’t even have a phone number or some other way of contacting the owner.”

“Perhaps Sammy is microchipped?” Professor Hernandez suggested. “That would explain why his tag doesn’t have anything other than his name on it.”

“Even if he is, it doesn’t explain how he got here,” I said, rising to my feet and dusting off my uniform. “He must have somehow gotten separated from his owner, who is probably somewhere on campus still. Shouldn’t be too hard to find, I think.”

“Do we have to?” said Jake as he continued to scratch behind Sammy’s ears. “I’ve always wanted a dog and he seems really friendly.”

“We’re not keeping a dog,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “I like dogs, too, but there’s no way mom and dad will let us keep a strange dog we found at school.”

“Can’t forget the Academy rules against having pets, either,” Professor Hernandez added. “So even if you were allowed to keep this dog, you certainly wouldn’t be able to keep him on campus.”

“Then maybe we can send him back home to mom and dad,” said Jake. “I’m sure they would like to have a big, friendly dog around. We could take him with us over Thanksgiving break. That way, we could see him whenever we went home.”

Professor Hernandez and I looked at each other uncertainly for a moment. I had almost forgotten that Jake didn’t yet know that I had been expelled from the Academy and wouldn’t be coming back. Getting tackled by a big, strange dog had a way of making you forget stuff like that.

Knowing that Jake would find out one way or another, I said, “Actually, Jake, I would probably get to see Sammy every day if we took him home with us.”

Jake looked at me in confusion. “How? You’re going to be here at the Academy with me. Are you planning to have Mom text us pictures of him every day or something?”

I sighed. “No, Jake. Because I was expelled from the Academy and am never coming back.”

Jake paused, his fingers still against Sammy’s ears but no longer scratching them. Sammy must have noticed because he began pressing his head against Jake’s hand, clearly trying to get him to resume scratching his ears, though with little luck. Jake’s attention was fixed exclusively on me, disbelief in his eyes.

“No way,” said Jake. “You’re really bad at telling jokes, you know that, sis?”

“It’s no joke,” said Professor Hernandez, folding his hands behind his back. “The Academy Board voted last night to expel Ashley from the Academy. They didn’t expel you, however, so you’re safe.”

“What?” said Jake, looking from me to Professor Hernandez and back again. “This can’t be true. When did you learn about this?”

I jerked a thumb over my shoulder at the admin offices. “I was just talking about this with the Fashionista. They expelled me at the same meeting where the Fashionista was given Night Soldier’s job. The Fashionista was even the one who convinced them to expel me to keep the other students ‘safe’ from Parasite.”

“How does expelling you keep anyone safe from Parasite?” said Jake. He shook his head and glared at the admin offices. “You know what? Don’t answer that question. I’m going to ask the Fashionista that question myself.”

Jake took one step toward the entrance, but then Professor Hernandez rested a hand on his shoulder and shook his head. “No, Jake. Arguing with Anna won’t work. She’s stubborn as a rock. You will only get yourself in trouble and possibly even get expelled if you annoy her enough.”

Jake looked up at Professor Hernandez in anger. “So? Do you think I’m just going to sit back while my sis gets treated like garbage by a garbage woman? Ashley can be annoying and bossy, but she needs to stay here for her own health.”

Professor Hernandez looked taken aback by Jake’s statement. Even I was surprised, although I shouldn’t have been. I guess I forgot that, however much Jake might troll me sometimes, he was still my younger brother and still cared about me a lot.

Even so, I said, “Thanks for wanting to stand up for me, Jake, but Professor Hernandez is right. You shouldn’t risk your own superhero career for me.”

“But—”

“No buts,” I said, drawing upon my big sister authority to seem convincing. “Unlike me, you want to be here at the Academy. You want to become a superhero. And you can’t do that, at least not as easily, if you get expelled along with me. So don’t do it. Okay?”

Jake bit his lower lip. Sammy, who had sat down, was looking around at all of us as if wondering why no one was petting him. I ignored the dog, however, to focus on my brother.

Finally, Jake nodded. “Okay. I guess mom and dad wouldn’t be happy if both of us got expelled, anyway.”

I smiled. “That’s a surprisingly mature response from you, Jake.”

“Hey, I’m plenty mature,” said Jake, folding his arms in front of his chest. “I just don’t always show it all the time, that’s all.”

Professor Hernandez and I chuckled at that, but then Jake turned his attention to Sammy and said, “And hey, at least I got this dog now, assuming its owner doesn’t come to pick it up. Not sure I like Sammy as a name, though.”

“I think Sammy is cute,” I said. “What would you call him?”

Jake smiled. “Easy. King Blood Drinker.”

I looked at Sammy, who was panting now, his tail wagging back and forth rapidly. He looked like he was still waiting patiently for someone to pet him. “He doesn’t look like a blood drinker to me.”

“It’s cool,” Jake insisted. “And anyway, since he doesn’t have an owner, that means I can call him whatever I want. Right, Blood Drinker?”

Maybe Sammy understood more than we thought because he suddenly jumped to his feet and darted off down the steps. He ran surprisingly fast for a dog, heading straight for the gates once he hit the path below.

“Blood Drinker!” Jake called. “Get back here, boy!”

With that, Jake zipped down the steps after Sammy. I watched as Jake slowed down to a normal pace as he drew closer to Sammy and the two disappeared behind one of the admin offices just around the corner, with Jake still calling for Sammy to come back.

Seeing Jake playing with Sammy like that made me feel happy. I was glad that Jake, at least, was going to continue to enjoy himself while I was away. I wished I would be able to stay and attend the Academy with him, but at least I wouldn’t have to worry about Jake being miserable and alone.

I would only have to worry about myself never coming back to school ever again.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

How did Sammy get away from you?” I said the next morning, standing in front of the Auditorium, my duffel bag with my possessions sitting at my feet. “Your power is super speed.”

Jake, who stood next to me with his duffel bag slung over his shoulder, scowled. “I already told you. I don’t know how. He just ran behind the Gym, and when I went to see what he was doing back there, he was gone. Like magic.”

“And no one’s seen him since?” I said.

“I’ve asked,” said Jake, “but none of the other students said they had even seen a golden retriever. Some of them even thought I was lying, at least until I posted a picture of Sammy on the Academy Bulletin. See?”

Jake tapped his Team Watch. A holographic image of Sammy, sitting on the front steps of the admin offices looking sweetly at the camera, appeared. Sammy looked like such a cute dog in that picture that I wanted to hug him. Sammy’s name was listed beside the picture, along with information about his last known whereabouts.

“Aww,” said Courtney, who also stood next to me on my other side with her large suitcase standing at her feet. “What a cute dog. He reminds me of my dog back home, Scott, although I think Scott is cuter.”

“It definitely wasn’t Scott,” said Jake. He tapped his Team Watch again and the image of Sammy vanished. “And no one’s responded to my post on the Bulletin, either. I’m not sure how a huge golden retriever just vanished into thin air like that. Doesn’t make sense.”

“Probably the same way that Sammy got onto the campus in the first place,” I said. “We still don’t know who his owner is, do we?”

“Nope,” said Jake. He sighed and looked at the parking lot. “But I guess it doesn’t matter. Dad probably wouldn’t have let us take Sammy home with us anyway.”

I nodded. After Jake and Sammy ran off last night, I’d called Dad to find out when he would pick us up tomorrow morning. That was why I didn’t know about Sammy’s mysterious disappearance until Jake and I met up in front of the Auditorium today. Like Jake, I found it hard to believe that a full-sized golden retriever was apparently capable of appearing and disappearing at will. But it was also a mystery I would not get to the bottom of anytime soon, if ever.

My eyes scanned the parking lot. A long line of cars stood in front of the Auditorium, full of parents coming to pick up their kids. A car would pull up to the front steps of the Auditorium or park somewhere in the parking lot and then the student of said parent would run over, load their bags into the car, jump in, and leave.

I’d already seen hundreds of students leave the Academy and it wasn’t even nine yet. The Academy’s system for parents picking up and dropping off their students was, I will admit, extremely efficient. That was thanks to the efforts of Barney, the Academy’s Chief of Security, and his fellow security guards, who directed traffic, helped parents find out where to park, and generally kept things moving at a fast clip. It looked like my initial opinion of Barney—as a loud, friendly if slightly dimwitted guard—was wrong. He stood by the gates, where he would point parents in the right direction, get their IDs approved to make sure that they were allowed to enter, and occasionally gave orders to his fellow guards to keep things moving.

Even so, the presence of so many cars, as well as the sounds of students running around and making so much noise, was the noisiest the Academy had ever been since I got here. That included my Powers class, which usually got really loud because that was what happened when you put a bunch of kids in one room and had them all use their powers at the same time.

But that was fine. I kept my eye open for our dad’s car. Dad was going to pick me and Jake up at nine, but it was about five minutes until and I still didn’t see his car. Dad was apparently coming to pick us up by himself because Mom was far enough ahead in her pregnancy to make it unsafe for her to travel. It sounded to me like Mom was going to give birth any day now, even though the new baby was supposed to come next month.

Regardless, I had mixed feelings at the thought of leaving the Academy. I would love to see my parents and Cora again, but at the same time, I was still annoyed at being expelled from the Academy because of my condition. I spotted the Fashionista standing just inside the front doors of the Auditorium, where she was speaking with the other teachers about something I couldn’t hear. The Fashionista’s back was to me, but I suspected she was aware of me looking at her because she kept looking over her shoulder, though she might have also just been keeping an eye on the students to make sure everyone was leaving on time.

Courtney sighed and looked at me. “I’m really sorry about you getting expelled.”

Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked at Courtney again. “Huh? Oh, it’s fine. It’s not your fault.”

“I know,” said Courtney, “but I’m going to miss you a lot. When I first came to the Academy, I was really scared and lonely. I didn’t know anyone, not helped by the fact that I was raised in a normal family, so I had to deal with culture shock as well. I really appreciated you being willing to help me integrate into and understand the superhuman community better.”

I smiled awkwardly. “Courtney, you make it sound like I’m dying or something. I’m just going back home.”

“I know that,” said Courtney. She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “But you’re never coming back to the Academy. This might be the last time we see each other. If it is, I just wanted to let you know how I feel.”

“That’s sweet of you, Courtney, but really, we can keep talking over the phone or something,” I said. I tapped my pocket where my phone was. “I might not get to keep my Team Watch anymore, but I can still text you and stuff with my phone.”

“I suppose,” said Courtney. “It’s not the same as getting to see you every day, though. I’m just going to miss you a lot.”

Jake made a face. “Ugh. Girls and their feelings. Excuse me while I go find somewhere to puke.”

Jake walked off, which was when I noticed he was going over to his friend Ken, who stood not too far away from us. I guess he wanted to say goodbye to his best friend before Dad picked us up.

Despite that, Courtney and I chuckled, but I said to Courtney, “I know how you feel. I’m going to miss you, too, but honestly, I think you’ll have a good time at the Academy even without me. You’ve definitely got higher grades than I do, anyway.”

“That’s true,” said Courtney, “that’s mostly because I’m a big nerd, though. I think you’re a better superhero than me. You’re a better fighter.”

I shrugged. “It helps to have one of the most famous superheroes in the world as my dad.”

“No, you’re just a talented and skilled fighter,” said Courtney. “Don’t downplay your skills just to make me feel better. It won’t work.”

“Okay,” I said, finding Courtney’s sudden change in attitude slightly alarming. “Anyway, you’re probably the only thing in the Academy I know I’ll miss. There’s one girl I know I definitely won’t miss.”

I said that while not-so-subtly glancing at Sofia Rogers. She sat with her usual entourage of sycophants at the foot of the Omega Man statue, where she was chatting animatedly with her friends. She, of course, didn’t pay me any attention whatsoever, but I was sure she knew about my expulsion. Although I’d only told Courtney and Jake about my expulsion from the Academy, I was aware that that particular piece of news had already traveled through the school’s rumor mill. At this point, I was pretty sure every student in the Academy knew I was expelled, though I doubted any of them knew the actual reason why I was leaving.

“Forget about Sofia,” said Courtney, shaking her head. “Just focus on the people who will miss you. Like me. Or Barrett.”

I looked around at the hundreds of students and parents, frowning. “I haven’t seen Barrett this morning.”

“He left early,” said Courtney. “I overheard a couple of first-year boys talking about it. Apparently, Barrett was picked up by his dad’s butler, who took him to the nearest airport to fly back to Superbia on his dad’s private jet.”

“A private jet, huh?” I said. “Guess being the son of the leader of your country comes with perks.”

“I’d say,” said Courtney. She scratched the back of her head. “He didn’t say goodbye to me or anyone else, as far as I know.”

“He definitely didn’t say goodbye to me,” I said. I sighed and looked at my feet. “I’m not even sure why. I feel like I said something offensive to him, but I’m not sure what. And now, since I’m expelled, I won’t even get another chance to make it right with him again.”

Courtney patted me on the shoulder sympathetically. “It’s okay, Ash. Boys don’t really make sense anyway. Your younger brother is a prime example of that.”

I chuckled. “And yet I still like them anyway.”

Courtney grinned at me. “Still crushing on Joey? I think I saw him somewhere around here.”

“He is?” I said, almost jumping out of my clothes and looking around for him. “Where? Where is he?”

“He’s over there,” said Courtney, pointing at the Omega Man statue. “See? He’s with his friends.”

My heart skipped a beat when I saw Joey, as handsome as ever, sitting at the foot of the Omega Man statue opposite Sofia’s group. He sat with about half a dozen other fourth-years, who were talking and joking with each other. As I watched, a blue car pulled up the statue, which one of the fourth-year girls jumped into after saying goodbye to Joey and the others. Joey and his friends waved off the blue car as it drove back toward the gates.

“How come I didn’t notice him until now?” I said. “Did he sneak past me or something?”

“I think you were too busy saying goodbye to your best friend in the Academy to notice him,” said Courtney. “Or worrying about your other friend who you didn’t get to say goodbye to.” Courtney looked at me pointedly. “We are friends, right?”

I paused. When I first came to the Academy, I hadn’t wanted to make any friends. Indeed, I’d gone out of my way to avoid befriending the other students. I didn’t want them to judge me for my condition if they got too close. I had only come to the Academy to take the Super Pill and get an education. In fact, the Super Pill was currently packed away inside my duffel bag along with my toiletries, safely within my reach.

But were Courtney and Barrett my friends despite that? It was a weird thought. Out of all of the students I’d met in the Academy, they were the only two I really got along with or knew well at all. I did promise to Cora that I would make some friends, but I hadn’t meant that. I’d just told her that to get her off my back.

No. I didn’t have friends. Certainly not Academy friends. Courtney and Barrett only liked me because they didn’t know about my condition. If they did, they would probably view me very differently than they did now.

I couldn’t say that to Courtney’s face, though. I did like her, even if we could never truly be friends.

So I looked at her, smiled, and said, “Sure, Courtney. We’re friends.”

Courtney smiled. “I know that. I was just giving you a hard time.”

Courtney gave me a quick hug, which I returned. I did feel bad, though, when Courtney let go of me, knowing that I had basically lied to her about how I really felt. Still, it was for the best. I wanted us to leave on good terms. If that meant massaging the truth a little, then so be it.

A loud car honk caused us both to start. We looked down the front steps of the Auditorium to see a beaten-up old brown truck, with a middle-aged man who looked an awful lot like Courtney sitting inside, pulled up in front of the Omega Man statue. The middle-aged man smiled and waved at Courtney, who waved back with a big smile on her face.

“Looks like my ride’s here,” said Courtney. She hefted her suitcase and looked at me apologetically. “Text me when you get home, okay? That way, we can figure out the next time we’ll see each other.”

I nodded and waved at Courtney goodbye, watching her descend the stairs to the Omega Man statue below. Even though Courtney was not my friend, my heart still felt heavy watching her go. She tossed her suitcase into the back of the truck, hopped into the passenger’s seat beside her dad, and then was off, her dad’s truck getting in line behind the other cars and trucks full of students heading home for the holidays.

Oddly enough, I still didn’t see Dad’s car anywhere. My phone showed that it was five minutes past nine. Then again, it wasn’t unusual for Dad to be late. Although he was way more responsible than Jake, he still had a tendency to be late for things. Mom was the main scheduler and organizer in our family. Without her, Dad could sometimes be really late to appointments, which could be inconvenient at times, especially now when all I wanted to do was go home and forget about this place.

“Ashley?” said a voice behind me suddenly. “Are you all right?”

I looked over my shoulder and froze. Standing just a few feet behind me, his own suitcase at his side, was Joey. He looked down at me with a curious expression on his unrealistically handsome face. He wore a simple black t-shirt and jeans, yet somehow he made even that look good. Ugh. Why did he have to be so good-looking?

“J-Joey?” I said. I gulped. “I mean, I’m fine. Weren’t you just sitting with your friends at the Omega Man statue?”

Joey smiled. “Not happy to see me, I take it?”

“N-No,” I said quickly. “I am. I’m just—”

“It’s fine,” said Joey, waving a hand at me. “I was teasing. This is the last time we’ll ever see each other, after all. I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye to you first.”

My heart skipped a beat. I wasn’t aware of anything else. Joey had specifically come to say goodbye to me. He very specifically didn’t want to leave until he personally said goodbye to me.

I forgot about everything else, all of my worries and fears and anxieties. I didn’t even care that Joey was probably just being polite. I felt like I was going to melt into a puddle of warm goo just looking at him.

“Um, Ashley?” said Joey, tilting his head to the side. “You okay? There’s drool coming out of the corner of your mouth …”

Feeling the warm drool, I quickly wiped it off with a sleeve of my shirt. “Oh, uh, thanks. I’m just … really hungry is all.”

Dang it. Never, ever tell the boy you’re crushing on that you’re ‘hungry.’ I couldn’t believe my big stupid mouth sometimes.

Joey, fortunately, just chuckled. “I can see that. Well, my parents will be by soon to pick me up. Just wanted to say goodbye first.”

“O-Okay,” I said. “Then I’ll say goodbye as—”

Joey hugged me suddenly. His strong, warm arms pulled me into a tight embrace. It was like getting held by the warmest blanket in the world. I was pretty sure I was literally melting in his arms and did my best not to drool on him. It would have been really awkward to do that.

But it was hard not to enjoy his embrace, the very thing I’d spent the last three months fantasizing about. He smelled so good …

Which was why I was disappointed when Joey let go of me and stepped away. I almost grabbed him again, but I was so weak that all I could do was stare at him.

“That’s just my way of saying goodbye,” said Joey with a wink. “In case you couldn’t tell, I’m a bit of a hugger.”

I nodded wordlessly. I was feeling all the emotions now and all of them good. I suddenly didn’t want to leave the Academy anymore.

“Yeah,” I said. I hesitated and then said, “Joey, I—”

I never got to tell Joey how I felt about him because, at that moment, the upper windows of the Auditorium shattered.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

Thousands of shards of sharp glass plummeted toward me, Joey, and the assembled students below. Although still overwhelmed by Joey’s hug, I had enough sense in my head to summon a barrier of light overhead wide enough to cover the entirety of the front steps of the Auditorium, even extending to the Omega Man statue.

As a result, I caught all of the shards on my light barrier. With another twist of my fingers, I formed the barrier into a ball and carefully set it off to the side of the steps, where I deposited the glass shards in a neat pile.

Even so, the sudden explosion made all of the students start to panic. Some stood and screamed, while others ran around like chickens with their heads off. The parents didn’t react much better. Some of them began honking the horns of their cars uselessly, while others veered off the roads to try to reach the Omega Man statue first to save their kids. Others bumped into each other and the roads leading to the gates became clogged due to all of the cars trying to get to the Auditorium parking lot first. The security guards went nuts trying to force order back onto everyone, but they weren’t having much luck.

“What the—?” I said, looking up at the busted windows of the Auditorium. “What was that?”

“I don’t know,” said Joey, “but the teachers were inside the Auditorium. And I don’t see them anymore.”

Joey was right. The Fashionista and the other teachers were no longer visible within the Auditorium’s entrance. That was an ominous sign by itself, but then the Team Watches of every single student in the area began ringing the same infernal screeching sound at the same time. It sounded like the screech of a demon straight from the pits of hell itself. Even slapping my hands over my ears did nothing to protect my hearing.

Then beams of light shot out of every Team Watch in the area, including Joey’s. They all converged on the Omega Man statue, specifically above its head, forming a huge shining ball of light that was nearly as bright as the sun and just as hard to look at directly.

A moment later, the shining ball faded away, revealing my worst fear come true: Parasite hovering above the Omega Man statue, his arms folded in front of his chest, a smirk on his lips.

Of course, it wasn’t actually Parasite. It was just a giant hologram of himself, large enough to be seen by everyone. It was so big that I bet it could be seen even from the other side of the Academy. The presence of the hologram somehow caused the students and parents to stop panicking. They all looked up at the Parasite hologram with a mixture of fear and apprehension on their faces.

“What’s going on?” said Jake, zooming over to me and Joey and coming to an abrupt stop beside us. He looked up at Parasite and gaped. “Is that Parasite?”

As if in answer to Jake’s question, Parasite raised a hand. “Hello, students and parents of the Academy! It’s been a while since my last message, though not due to the Academy’s enhanced security system. It was mostly because I was waiting for the right time to strike, which just so happens to be today.”

Parasite’s eyes swept over us all. “You might be wondering why I’ve chosen today to speak to all of you again. Or why the windows on the Auditorium blew out. That’s because, as of today, I am stepping out of the shadows. I am done working through others. I’m going to follow through on my threats personally, which is probably what I should have done from the beginning. Oh, well. You live and you learn.”

“Wait a second,” said Jake. “Does that mean he’s actually here?”

Parasite looked down at us and grinned. “That’s right, Jake Jason, son of Bolt. I’m finally back in school. And now, no one is safe from my revenge.”

“You can hear us?” called out a third-year girl sitting on the steps a few feet down from us, her skin going pale.

“Sure,” said Parasite with a nod. “I haven’t just hacked into your Team Watches. I’ve taken control of the Hectornet itself. Your precious state-of-the-art security systems are now all under my control. To prove it, I am going to make sure none of you can escape.”

Parasite snapped his fingers. Nothing seemed to happen at first, however, until I heard a loud groaning sound somewhere up ahead and looked down the road. The gates were closing shut, and fast. The few cars that had yet to pass through either accelerated forward or backed out at the last minute, which was fortunate for them, because if they hadn’t done that, then the gates would have crushed them to pieces.

The gates slammed closed hard enough to make the walls of the Academy visibly shudder.

The closing of the gates caused another round of panicking from the students until Parasite suddenly shouted, “Quiet! I’m not done talking yet. At least wait until I’m done monologuing before you start giving up hope.”

Parasite’s harsh words caused everyone to calm down again, although it was clear that every student and parent in the vicinity was still gripped by panic. You just had to look at their frightened faces to tell that they were all wondering what Parasite was going to say next.

“As you can tell, the gates are closed and locked,” said Parasite. “And because the gates are made of solid Indestructonium, it will be a while before the NHA, INJ, G-Men, or anyone else can force them open. That will give us plenty of time to have a little fun, if you catch my drift.”

“Fun?” said Joey. “Exactly what is your definition of ‘fun,’ Parasite? And where are the teachers?”

I admired how courageous Joey sounded and looked when he spoke to Parasite. Indeed, Joey seemed to be the only student in the area who wasn’t even remotely afraid of Parasite. So not only was Joey a gentleman and Top Six student, but he was also a genuine hero. I had fallen in love with the right guy.

Parasite looked down at Joey, apparently unimpressed by Joey’s defiance. “Someone is finally asking the right questions. The teachers are all safe … for now. But pretty soon, I will kill all of them and steal their powers. Then I’ll pick off all of you one by one until I have all of your powers. That will make me the most powerful superhuman ever. I will have hundreds of powers at my command. No one will be able to stop me. Not even Bolt could defeat me.”

That was an obvious dig at me and Jake, confirmed when Parasite glanced at us. I just glared back at him, but didn’t say a word. Parasite was obviously trying to get a reaction from me and I wouldn’t grant him that particular pleasure.

“Having said that, I’m a gamer at heart,” said Parasite, “which means that I love challenges. Killing the teachers and every single student in the Academy is no fun if no one tries to fight back. I mean, fighting back is futile, obviously, but I want to give you all a chance to survive. So I’ve picked out two students—a fourth-year and a first-year—to enter the Auditorium and fight yours truly. If those students win, I’ll relinquish control over the Hectornet, open the gates, and let the teachers go. If I win, though … all of you die.”

“What a crock,” I said. “How is that fair? What’s to stop us all from mobbing the Auditorium at the same time? Have you forgotten that we’re a bunch of superhuman students, meaning we have enough firepower between us to turn the Auditorium—and you in it—into a big pile of pretty rubble?”

Parasite chuckled. “First off, that would require killing the teachers, something I know you don’t want to do. But on the off-chance that you idiots do decide to live out the dream of every kid everywhere and kill all of your teachers in one blow, I have contingencies in place for that. Or rather, the Academy has contingencies for that.”

Without warning, the Omega Man statue shuddered. Its eyes glowed a deep crimson, bathing the students at its feet in red light. Then it raised one foot off the dais upon which it stood and brought it down on the parking lot underneath it. The statue’s huge foot smashed the pavement into pieces and knocked aside a few cars with parents still in them. The students who had been sitting or standing around the statue scattered, while the Omega Man statue’s head swiveled in a circle, taking in all of the students and parents in the area like it was sizing us up.

“Meet the Academy’s ultimate security system,” said Parasite. “According to its system files, it’s called the Omega Sentinel. It’s supposed to be a last line of defense against villains like yours truly, but like everything else in the Academy, it’s hooked up to the Hectornet. That means anyone can control it, assuming they’re a brilliant hacker like me.”

“I knew that thing was a giant robot,” said Jake. “I knew it!”

“It’s not just a giant robot,” Parasite continued. “Its skeleton is made of Indestructonium, too, while its armor plating is made of the hardest steel imaginable. It has enough firepower to level an entire army. Should you be foolish enough to try to fight it, you might find that your odds of beating it are … slim, to put it optimistically.”

Not a single soul in the Auditorium parking lot looked like they wanted to fight that thing. Even I wasn’t sure we could beat it. It made me wish Dad was here. He could probably defeat it, but for some reason, he was still late. Where was he?

“But don’t worry,” said Parasite. “I won’t order the Sentinel to kill all of you unless you try to escape or destroy the Auditorium. If the two students I picked agree to fight me, then you won’t have to worry about the Sentinel at all.”

“But which students do you want to fight you?” said Fadil. He was peering out of the window of a big black suburban, his mother’s frightened face visible behind him. “What are their names?”

“Glad you asked,” said Parasite. He suddenly pointed at me and Joey. “Their names are Ashley Jason and Joseph Jones. And I want to fight them in the Auditorium. Alone.”

“You want to fight us?” said Joey, gesturing at me and himself.

“Exactly,” said Parasite. “If you two can beat me, I’ll let everyone go, student, teacher, and parent alike. But if I beat you … then everyone dies and I get everyone’s powers. Starting with the two of you.”

I gulped and looked to Joey for help. Joey, however, kept his eyes locked firmly on Parasite. There wasn’t even a hint of fear or worry in his face. He stood with his chest out and his hands on his hips, making him look like a real superhero. Once again, I found myself feeling intensely attracted to him and couldn’t believe my luck in getting him as my partner. How did Joey just look so naturally attractive that way?

“All right,” said Joey. “We’ll accept your challenge. Ashley and I will take you on, but we’ll do a lot more than that.”

Parasite tilted his head to the side. “Oh? And what would that ‘more’ be?”

Joey smirked. “Once we’re done with you, you won’t be able to even think without medical assistance.”

Joey said that in such a cold tone that even Parasite looked taken aback by Joey’s statement. Although what Joey said was cool, it also made me glad that I was on his side. Just looking at Joey when he said that told me that he was one hundred percent serious about kicking Parasite’s butt.

So hot.

Parasite snorted. “Make all the threats you want. You two are still a couple of kids. Your odds of beating me are close to zero. But like I said, I like a challenge. I just hope you two are up to it.”

With that, Parasite’s holographic form flickered and vanished, leaving everyone staring at the Omega Man statue with varying degrees of fear and worry.

Including me. Because as much as I trusted Joey, I thought Parasite’s estimation of our low odds was being generous. Two inexperienced students against a supervillain with an unknown array of powers at his command … our odds of winning had to be zero.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

Sis, you aren’t actually going to go in there, are you?” said Jake. “I may be just a kid, but even I can see that this is a trap.”

“I know,” I said, “but what choice do we have? It’s either that or get crushed by the Omega Sentinel.”

I gestured at the Omega Sentinel, which had not moved an inch since Parasite had taken control of it. Its red eyes continued to glow a deadly crimson, however, a sign that it was still very much active, even if it wasn’t currently moving. The students and parents had put a good amount of distance between them and the Sentinel, leaving a wide-open circle of about a hundred feet in every direction around it.

“But Parasite wants to kill you,” Jake said, pointing at the Auditorium. “We know that he wants to kill you because you’re dad’s daughter. This is just his way of getting you. It’s stupid.”

“As Ashley said, it’s either fight him or let him kill us,” said Joey, folding his arms in front of his chest. “This way, at least, we have a fighting chance. And hey, he invited me as well as Ashley. She’s not going in alone.”

I rubbed my hands together anxiously. “I hope you’re right. But we don’t even know what sort of powers Parasite has. For all we know, he might be able to kill us as soon as we step through the doors.”

“And who says the teachers are even still alive?” said Jake. “We don’t have any proof that he hasn’t killed them all already other than his word, which I don’t trust.”

“Again, what choice do we have?” said Joey. “It’s like my dad always says. Even if it’s a trap, we still have to do it. We have nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. Either we take on Parasite and beat him … or we don’t and die.”

“But—” Jake said, but I interrupted him, saying, “I’m with Joey. I know it probably is a trap, but we also don’t really have a choice.”

Jake bit his lower lip and stared at his feet in frustration. “I just wish I could come in with you. I feel so useless.”

“No, it’s for the best that you stay out here,” I said, patting Jake on the shoulder. “I know you want to be a superhero more than anything, but you’re still my younger brother. As your older sister, it’s my job to keep you safe.”

Jake looked up at me, obviously fighting back tears of frustration in his eyes. “So what if you’re older than me? Younger siblings can protect their older siblings, you know. Just because I’m a kid doesn’t mean I can’t be a hero, too.”

My temper rose within me when Jake said that. I loved Jake more than anything, but dang could he be such a stubborn brat. Didn’t he understand that I was trying to keep him safe?

Before I could berate Jake for being a stupid kid, Joey rested a hand on Jake’s shoulder and said, “Jake, Ashley will be fine. Your desire to protect her is admirable, but she’s right. The Auditorium is no place for kids like you. You aren’t quite ready to fight. Not yet.”

Jake looked at Joey, blinking back tears. “But I want to.”

“I know,” said Joey gently, “but I’ll keep your sister safe. I’ll make sure she leaves the Auditorium alive, no matter what. You just stay here and wait until we return.”

Once again, I was blown away by Joey’s gentleness and kindness. It wasn’t fair he already had a girlfriend. Otherwise, I probably would have kissed him there and then. He was definitely nicer to my brother than I was, at any rate.

Shockingly enough, Jake nodded. “Okay. I trust you to keep my sister safe. But if you don’t, I’ll never forgive you. Got it?”

My eyes widened. Not only did Joey manage to calm down Jake when I couldn’t, but Jake basically just threatened Joey if he didn’t keep me safe. And he was serious about it, too. I could tell based on his tone, which was much more emotional and serious-sounding than it normally was.

Even weirder, however, was Joey only smiling and nodding in return. “Of course. I’m glad you trust me to keep your sister safe.”

Joey and Jake shook hands. As for me, however, I shook my head. Boys could be so weird sometimes, I swear.

Rising to his full height, Joey looked at me. “Ready to go?”

I nodded. “If you are.”

“I am,” said Joey, “but first …”

Joey turned around and shouted to the assembled students and parents, “Students and parents of the Academy! I know all of you are scared and confused by Parasite’s threats. All of you are likely wondering how this could possibly be happening or what is going to happen to us. Some of you might not even have any hope, might assume that we are all going to die. But I’m here to tell you that you are wrong.”

Joey gestured at himself and me. “Ashley Jason and I have accepted Parasite’s offer to fight him. We are going to enter the Auditorium, find Parasite, and make him wish we hadn’t. Although Parasite might be a dangerous, powerful supervillain, there is one thing he lacks that we don’t: Courage. A desire to protect those we love. A sense of morality and a desire to see justice done. Once we’re done with Parasite, we’ll hold him up as a warning to any other supervillains or terrorists who threaten us, our parents, our teachers, and our school.”

Joey grabbed my arm and held it up in the air. “I promise you today that everyone here will leave the Academy today alive. I cannot, however, say the same for Parasite.”

It was amazing to watch Joey’s impromptu speech, which must have come from his theater background. Or maybe he was just that good. Why shouldn’t the perfect guy be clever as well as handsome?

Students and parents alike looked calmer and more hopeful than before. Even the presence of the giant Omega Man statue threatening to kill us all did nothing to dampen the hopes of everyone within the vicinity of the Auditorium.

It certainly worked on me. Whatever fears or worries I may have had about defeating Parasite were wiped away from my mind. Now I had nothing but an iron determination to go in there and beat him as badly as Sea Sister used to beat me in Combat class, if not worse.

Fadil was the first student to start clapping, followed by Ken, and pretty soon every student and parent in the vicinity of the Auditorium was clapping and cheering. Someone apparently started a chant of my and Joey’s names, because the students started chanting our names happily and triumphantly.

Seeing an entire crowd of people go from panicky and fearful to triumphant and optimistic was more mind-blowing than any illusion that Joey could come up with. It reminded me, once again, how lucky I was to find such a good guy. He might not be my boyfriend, but he was still amazing.

Joey looked down at me and smiled his usual brilliant smile. “Ready?”

I nodded. “Of course.”

With that, Joey and I turned and walked into the Auditorium. We were practically propelled by the cheers and chants of the students and parents, with some of them even patting us on the back as we entered the Auditorium. I waved goodbye to Jake one last time before stepping through the open doors of the Auditorium with Joey, ready to face whatever awaited us within.

If only I’d known the tragedies that awaited us within the Auditorium. Then I wouldn’t have been quite so eager to go inside.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

The lobby of the Auditorium was eerily silent in comparison to the outside. The doors blocked out most of the cheers and chants from the students and parents. I felt like I’d stepped out from the party of a lifetime to a graveyard of long-dead people.

The lights were on, but they were dimmer than normal, with a few of the lights busted out entirely. Aside from the busted lights, however, the lobby looked remarkably normal. If I hadn’t just seen Parasite’s hologram outside, I would have assumed that everything was normal and that there wasn’t a crazed supervillain terrorist holding all of our teachers hostage and threatening to kill every single student, parent, and teacher on campus. It even smelled normal, a slight soapy scent rising from the soft red carpeting under our feet, a sign that the janitors had likely just cleaned the carpeting before Parasite’s attack.

One odd thing I did notice, however, was the coat rack in the middle of the lobby. Hanging from the rack were two costumes. One looked like a fancy suit and tie, while the other was clearly my red-and-yellow costume that I’d designed in the Costumes & Names class.

“Huh?” I said, looking at the coat rack. “Are those what I think they are?”

“If you mean your costumes, then yes,” said a far-too-familiar voice. “I had them brought here just for you.”

Parasite suddenly appeared in front of the doors to the Auditorium itself on the other end of the lobby. I immediately summoned a light construct hammer in my hands, while Joey raised his fists defensively.

“Parasite,” I said. “Didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

“I’m not actually here,” said Parasite, rolling his eyes. He waved his hand. “This is another hologram. See?”

Parasite blinked out of existence and reappeared less than a foot in front of me. Instinctively, I swung my hammer at his face, but it passed harmlessly through his holographic form. Parasite chuckled and then reappeared back in front of the doors, looking like he hadn’t moved an inch.

“That was a mean trick,” I said.

“But it was also funny,” said Parasite. “The look on your face when I appeared in front of you … that’s something even Plutarch couldn’t buy. Sadly, I won’t get to see it that much more often, given how your lifespan can now be measured in minutes rather than years.”

“What’s up with the costumes, Parasite?” said Joey, gesturing at our costumes. “Why are you giving them to us and how do we know you haven’t booby-trapped them or something?”

Parasite raised a finger. “First off, your costumes are normal. I haven’t even touched them. I haven’t bugged them or altered them in any way, shape, or form. They are exactly the way you designed and made them. I did nothing to give me a special advantage over you, which is unnecessary because my power already dwarfs yours by an order of magnitude greater than the gulf between human intellect and dog intellect.”

Then Parasite raised another finger. “Second, I don’t want our fight to be between Ashley Jason and Joseph Jones and Parasite. I want it to be Parasite versus Crafter and Gentleman. I want a real superhuman fight between actual superheroes and an actual ‘supervillain.’ ”

“What in the world are you talking about?” I said. “Neither of us are legal superheroes yet.”

“I don’t care about legality,” said Parasite. “Once you put on your costume and start calling yourself by your super name, I say you’re a superhero. That’s good enough for me.”

“It still doesn’t make sense,” said Joey. “We personally designed our costumes to complement our powers and fighting styles. It’s like you’re personally handing us our best weapons.”

“You don’t get it,” said Parasite. “Tell me, do either of you two know how my father, Robert Candle, died? Or even better, how my grandfather, Master Chaos, perished?”

I bit my lower lip, trying to remember the stories Dad told me and Jake about how he defeated Master Chaos and Candle. “Master Chaos got blown up by my grandfather’s self-destructing utility belt. Candle got punched through the stomach by Dad.”

Parasite clapped. “Good! A gold star for you. You’ve obviously done your research. If this was History class, I would have given you a passing grade. Although I think you’re forgetting one of the most important details about how my dad and grandpa died.”

“And what would that detail be?” I said.

“They both died at the hands of superheroes,” said Parasite. “Both Bolt and Genius wore their costumes when they killed my dad and grandpa. My dad, unfortunately, didn’t get to die in costume because he never picked out a supervillain name, but grandpa did, at least. It’s my goal to live up to the legacy of my supervillain dad and grandpa, but I can’t do that if I kill my enemies while they’re dressed like a couple of normals.”

“So you basically want us to suit up because that would make our fight more, er, ‘official’ in your eyes?” I said. “That … doesn’t make sense.”

“You still don’t get it,” said Parasite. “In the superhuman community, a superhuman’s name and costume are the most important possessions they have. Aside from their practical purposes, they are a sign of our separation from the wider normal culture. Our costumes and names may be silly to the normals, but they effectively segregate us from the powerless, so it doesn’t matter.”

Parasite pushed himself off the doors, blinked, and appeared in front of our costumes. He ran a finger down the arm of my costume as he said, “Our upcoming fight isn’t just a fight between a couple of normals that hate each other. It is a super battle between superhumans. That’s what we are, isn’t it? Super. It’s what makes us different from the rest of the world. Regardless of whether we’re superheroes or supervillains, we are all super.”

“You sound like a Superbian when you say that,” I said. “Do you steal peoples’ catchphrases in addition to their powers?”

Parasite smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know that? But here’s where I differ from the Superbians: I believe the differences between superheroes and supervillains are as vast as the differences between supers and normals. And that’s why I am going to let you two suit up. To honor my parents, for you to honor your parents, you must wear your costumes and use your names.”

Then Parasite took his hand off my costume and turned to face us. “You can change in the bathrooms if you want. Don’t worry. The bathrooms are safe, too. I won’t do anything to you two until you get suited up and enter the Auditorium. Then, and only then, will our fight begin.”

Parasite paused. “Oh, but if you try to delay our battle by taking too long to suit up, I’ll have the Omega Sentinel kill everyone. Just a heads up.”

With that, Parasite flickered and disappeared, leaving Joey and I standing alone in the lobby with our costumes.

“Do you think we should put on our costumes?” I said, looking at Joey uncertainly. “I know Parasite said they’re safe to wear, but I don’t trust a word that comes out of his mouth.”

“We don’t have a choice,” said Joey. “And in any case, I’m not going to give up a potential advantage on the off-chance that Parasite modified our costumes to weaken us. Besides, you heard him. The longer we spend talking about this, the more likely it becomes that Parasite will kill everyone.”

I still didn’t like the idea of wearing my costume, but Joey’s argument was rock solid. So I took my costume and went into the ladies’ room while Joey took his costume into the men’s room.

Before I took off any of my clothes, I did a quick inspection of the stalls in the ladies’ room. Despite what Parasite said, I didn’t trust him not to be hiding in one of the stalls, perhaps waiting to attack me as soon as I was naked.

But every stall was empty and there was nowhere else in the ladies’ room that Parasite could possibly be hidden. I did remember Night Soldier telling me that Parasite had chameleon powers, but searched the bathroom and still didn’t find him.

Yet I didn’t throw my costume on carelessly. I examined it from every angle, looked up every arm hole and leg hole, even turned it inside-out just to make sure it was safe to wear. I didn’t find any bugs, alterations, or anything to even hint that Parasite might have messed with it. It looked exactly like the sketches I drew in class.

Reluctantly, I took off my clothes and put my costume on. It slipped on me and fit extremely well. My movement wasn’t even remotely limited or lessened. Indeed, it fit my body so well that it felt almost like a second skin.

I also tested out my powers, creating a lot of hard light constructs of varying sizes and complexity, which I did without a problem. Aside from the sharp spike of pain in my chest, that is, which puzzled me because I had taken my Super Pill the night before, so I shouldn’t feel pain like that.

It didn’t last long, however, and I forgot all about it when I looked into the mirror at the costume. Yes, it fit very well, though it was maybe a bit tighter than I would have liked. I looked like a real superhero in my costume, clad head to toe in a red-and-yellow costume that left my long brown hair free. I wasn’t normally one to admire myself in the mirror, but I had to admit that my costume came out a lot better than I was expecting.

Satisfied that my costume fit, I left my clothes on the sink, intending to come back for them later. I stepped out of the ladies’ room into the Auditorium lobby.

As soon as I exited the ladies’ room, Joey said, “Nice costume.”

I whipped my head to the right and nearly yelped.

Joey looked totally different in his Gentleman costume. He wore a fancy suit that fit his body perfectly, a bright red tie standing out against his white undershirt. A long, blue top hat stood on top of his head, while his eyes were hidden behind a black domino mask. He also had a black wooden cane with a solid gold head, which shone slightly under the lights on the ceiling above. He even smelled a little different, like roses and buttercups, an irresistible scent that briefly caused me to forget what we were doing here.

“Uh, you, too,” I said, trying my best not to drool. “Yours is nicer than mine.”

Joey chuckled. “Eh, it didn’t always look this good. I’ve refined it several times over the last four years. You should have seen the first incarnation I made when I was your age. I don’t have a very artistic eye.”

I shook my head, trying to focus. “Your costume, did Parasite—?”

“I haven’t noticed anything out of the ordinary,” said Joey, shaking his head. He patted the handkerchief folded in his right breast pocket. “Even my handkerchief has gone untouched. And trust me, I know my costume better than anyone. What about you?”

I patted my costume but quickly stopped. Wasn’t sure I wanted to draw Joey’s attention to my body. It made me wish I hadn’t gone for spandex. Should have designed it a little bit more loosely. “No, it’s normal. I guess Parasite was actually telling the truth when he said he hadn’t altered our costumes.”

“Seems so,” said Joey, “but I would still be careful. Parasite might have let us choose our equipment, but he still has a ton of powers at his command, including powers neither of us know about. We’ll likely have to use every trick we know to beat him.”

I nodded and looked at the doors. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go.”

Joey and I walked up to the doors to the Auditorium itself. Joey held up a hand, signaling for me to stop before he raised a foot and kicked both doors open with a well-placed kick. Joey then rushed into the Auditorium and I followed as quickly as I could, summoning a light hammer in my hands as I did so.

The first thing I noticed was that the Auditorium was much darker than usual. Most of the lights had been turned off, save for the single spotlight on the stage. Parasite himself was nowhere to be seen, nor did I see the teachers, for that matter. The Auditorium, like the rest of the building, was empty. The silence in here somehow felt more oppressive than the silence in the lobby, probably because I couldn’t even hear what was going on outside anymore.

“Parasite!” Joey called, his voice echoing in the huge Auditorium. “We’re here! Show yourself, you coward!”

There was no answer at first. Just Joey’s statement echoing in the huge, empty Auditorium, making it feel even spookier than it already did.

I gulped. “Maybe he decided to run?”

“Or maybe it’s a trap,” said Joey. He raised his cane. “Keep your wits about yourself. Parasite could be anywhere. Remember his chameleon powers and don’t let your guard down.”

I nodded again and followed Joey down the aisles between the seats toward the stage below. We were extremely careful to look up each row of seats, but we did not see Parasite hiding among them, either. It was weird. Why would Parasite brag about how he was going to kill us in an epic superhero/supervillain fight and then decide not to show up at all?

Even so, I took Joey’s advice to heart. I kept my guard up. I was fully aware of our breathing, of our footsteps on the carpeting underneath us, the occasional shift of Joey’s cape, my own costume’s squeak as the tight spandex rubbed against my skin.

We reached the bottom of the stage rather quickly. I was just about to walk onto the stage when Joey caught my arm and whispered, “Wait. Look.”

Puzzled, I looked at the stage but saw nothing. “What are you pointing—”

The red curtains on the stage shifted suddenly. It was a subtle movement, one I almost missed, but the curtains shifted again and then pulled apart just enough for the silhouette of a figure to be seen. It looked vaguely like the silhouette of a woman, though a strong stench of blood seemed to come from her.

I blinked and looked more closely. “Fashionista? What are you doing here? Where are the other teachers? And Parasite?”

The Fashionista did not respond. She simply stood in the shadows, her body not moving an inch.

“Headmistress?” I said. “Hello? Can you hear me?”

“I don’t think she can, Ashley,” said Joey solemnly. He pointed his cane at her. “I don’t think she can hear anything anymore. Look.”

I squinted. It was hard to tell, but it looked like some kind of liquid was dripping off her body. Combined with the stench of blood and a horrid realization dawned on me.

The Fashionista took one step forward … and then fell flat on the stage, her bloody corpse staining the wooden floorboards.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

Horror rose within me when I saw the Fashionista fall onto the stage. I didn’t move. I couldn’t even think. Only one thought passed through my head, over and over again: Parasite killed the Fashionista. Parasite killed the Fashionista. Parasite killed the Fashionista.

Joey, as usual, showed far more courage and initiative than I did. With a flutter of his cape, Joey ran up the front steps of the stage. I followed him, but it was mostly out of habit than conscious thought. My conscious mind was still frozen with fear from seeing the Fashionista’s bloody corpse fall on the stage.

Joey reached the Fashionista first. He stopped and knelt by her side, checking her pulse silently.

“Is she …?” I said.

Joey looked over his shoulder at me, a serious frown on his face. “Yes. She’s dead.”

My heart tightened. I didn’t like the Fashionista. She was easily my least favorite teacher in the Academy. Yet I didn’t hate her so much that I wanted her dead. I especially didn’t hate her enough to want Parasite to kill her.

“So if Parasite killed her, then does that mean he has her powers?” I said. “That’s how Parasite steals peoples’ powers, right?”

“Possibly,” said Joey, rising to his feet. “But where is he …?”

“Over here,” said Parasite’s voice suddenly.

We looked across the stage and saw Parasite standing at the other end. Where he had come from, I didn’t know, but I didn’t care. Standing at his side, his arms tied behind his back and a ball gag in his mouth was Professor Dean Hernandez. With a black eye, torn clothes, and a bloody nose, Professor Hernandez looked like he had been beaten like a pig. He seemed barely capable of standing, perhaps only remaining upright because Parasite was supporting him.

“Professor Hernandez!” I shouted. “No! What did you do to Professor Hernandez?”

Parasite grinned. “This.”

Without hesitation, Parasite raised his right index finger, which turned into a knife, and slit Professor Hernandez’s throat. Blood exploded out of Professor Hernandez’s throat as Professor Hernandez’s eyes widened before rolling into the back of his head. Then Parasite pushed Professor Hernandez’s bloody corpse onto the stage at his feet.

“Hmph,” said Parasite as he wiped the blood off his nail knife. “Normals bleed far too easily.”

That was it. Something deep inside me snapped. My fear at seeing the Fashionista dead was replaced by anger at seeing Professor Hernandez killed before my eyes. It wasn’t just anger, however. It was outright hatred. Hatred toward Parasite for killing two of my teachers, for trying to kill me, for threatening to kill everyone at the Academy because he wanted me dead.

With an incomprehensible scream, I ran toward Parasite, swinging my hammer wildly. I forgot about everything else in the Auditorium. The only thing that existed to me was Parasite. That, and my primal desire to see him suffer the same fate that he inflicted on Professor Hernandez and the Fashionista. Only he was going to suffer far worse before I allowed him to die.

That was why I was shocked when I ran into an invisible wall. The impact made me stagger backward into another invisible wall directly behind me. Confused, I tried to move to the left and then to the right, only to discover that the invisible walls apparently surrounded me on all sides.

“Huh?” I said, looking around at the invisible cage I was in. “Where did these walls come from?”

“Me, of course,” said Parasite. He walked past Professor Hernandez’s bloody corpse without even glancing at it, stopping right in front of the invisible wall. He tapped the wall’s surface. “See? I can create invisible objects with my mind. It’s one of the powers I stole over the years from a supervillain known as Mindmatter. He didn’t realize that I can turn any part of my body into a blade until it was too late.”

Panicked, I smashed my hammer against the invisible wall, but the wall didn’t even budge. It felt like it was made of solid brick.

“Don’t try breaking it, either,” said Parasite. He put a finger on his head. “Because this cage isn’t made of physical matter, it’s impossible to break with physical force. It can only be broken if I lose consciousness or get distracted. Pretty convenient, isn’t it? Well, for me it is, anyway.”

Trying not to become too panicked, I looked over my shoulder at Joey, who for some reason hadn’t left the Fashionista’s side, and shouted, “Joey! Help me! Attack Parasite! He’s right here. You can take him out. Now’s our chance!”

Joey, however, didn’t move one inch. He simply looked at me and said, “Ashley, I am sorry.”

“Sorry?” I said. “Sorry for what?”

“For betraying you,” said Parasite. “Right, Gentleman?”

Joey scowled. “I really don’t like how you say my name, Parasite. It sounds dirty in your mouth.”

I stared at Joey in horror and confusion. “You betrayed me? What is Parasite talking about?”

Joey sighed and looked at me. “You remember how the faculty were speculating that there was a traitor in the Academy helping Parasite from within the school, right? Well, they were right. They just didn’t realize that it was me.”

It felt like the whole world bottomed out under my feet. My hammer dissipated into light as I forgot about using my powers. I almost forgot to breathe, too, because what Joey said just didn’t make sense.

“But …” I struggled to find words to speak. “This must be a joke. An awful, hurtful, evil, unfunny joke. The worst joke ever.”

“It’s no joke, Ash,” said Joey with a shake of his head. “I really did betray the Academy, though it helps that I was never really loyal to it in the first place.”

I shook my head, which felt like it was underwater. “But … how … I demand proof.”

“Fine,” said Joey. “You want proof? Here is your proof.”

Joey waved his cane. Without warning, both the Fashionista and Professor Hernandez’s corpses disappeared, along with the blood and the stench of blood. The stage was as spotless as ever, with no physical signs that either of the two dead teachers had ever been lying there.

“What the—?” I said. “Where did Professor Hernandez and the Fashionista go? What did you do with their bodies?”

“Nothing,” said Joey, shaking his head. “They were never dead in the first place. It was just an illusion I crafted to fool you.”

“But if they were never dead in the first place,” I said slowly, “then where are they?”

“Glad you asked,” said Parasite. He pulled a remote out of his pocket and pressed a big red button on it.

The curtains automatically scrolled aside, revealing a huge metal cage just behind them. Lying inside the cage, apparently unconscious, were all of the Academy teachers. Professor Hernandez lay at the front of the cage with a huge bruise on his forehead but no bloody wounds from what I could see. The other teachers were also mostly unharmed except for a few bruises here and there.

“Huh?” I said. I looked at Parasite. “You mean you didn’t kill them all?”

“Of course,” said Parasite. “I mean, I will kill them eventually, but I am a man of my word. I won’t lay one finger on anyone else until I kill you. Just as I promised.”

“How did you capture them?” I said. “And what’s to stop them from waking up and using their powers to escape?”

Parasite pulled out a strange-looking gun with yellow gas swirling around inside the barrel. “This. Can you tell me what this stuff is?”

I breathed in tightly. “Powerless gas. But how—?”

“When you’re forced to live in the underworld, you find ways to get stuff the government says you can’t have,” said Parasite. “I sprayed all of the teachers with enough powerless gas to leave them powerless for the next few hours at least. By then, however, you should be dead, so you won’t get to live long enough to see me actually kill your dear science teacher.”

A part of me was relieved that Professor Hernandez and the other teachers were still alive, but another part of me was still hurt and confused by Joey’s betrayal. I looked at Joey again and said, “How long have you been working with Parasite?”

“Three years,” Joey replied, “ever since he left the Academy.”

“Three years …?” I said. “You were a first-year student when Parasite started attending.”

“We started in the same year,” said Joey with a nod. “We were both Team Justice members. Even shared the same dorm. Right, Rodrigo?”

“It’s Parasite,” Parasite hissed, “but yes, that’s how we met each other and became friends.”

“So you’ve been working with Parasite to destroy the Academy for over three years?” I said in horror. “All this time, you’ve been on his side and no one knew?”

“It’s a bit more complicated than that,” said Joey. He leaned on his cane and glanced at the teachers. “Although I stayed in contact with Parasite even after he left the Academy, it wasn’t until my father, the superhero Brains, told me you were going to attend the Academy that we put our plan into action.”

“It’s true,” said Parasite with a nod. “Once I learned from Joey that you and your younger brother were coming to the Academy, I knew it was time to strike. But I don’t regret the years in the underworld I spent. It helped me amass quite the collection of powers and learn how to fight from people who the Academy would never approve of. I learned more out in the real world in those three years than I ever learned in one year at the Academy, especially about my parentage.”

“But why?” I said to Joey, looking at him in horror. I beat my fists against the walls of the invisible cage. “Why would you betray the Academy? Why are you putting the lives of so many innocent people at risk?”

Joey looked at me without a hint of mercy in his eyes. “Because the Academy needs to be destroyed.”

“Why?” I said. “I get why Parasite wants to destroy the Academy, but why do you want to destroy it? You’re one of the Top Six. You’re one of the most popular students in the school. Why would you hate it?”

Joey tapped his cane against the floor. “You mean you haven’t seen what this place is like? Its facilities may be nice, but there’s a deep rot underneath the Academy’s foundations. A rot that threatens the superhuman community itself.”

“What rot?” I said. “Are you telling me that the Academy is somehow corrupt?”

“It’s much worse than that, Ashley,” said Joey. He glanced at the cage that held all of the teachers. “You are aware, of course, how the superhuman community in general treats people with your condition—”

“How do you know about my condition?” I asked. “I never told you I had Hernandez’s Disease.”

Joey waved his hand dismissively. “It’s obvious to anyone with working eyes and ears. Anyway, the Academy is a microcosm of the superhuman community as a whole. What have your teachers done to preserve your reputation? To fight against such ignorant, unscientific bigotry?”

My hands slid down against the invisible wall. “So … you want to destroy the Academy to help me somehow?”

“Not you specifically,” said Joey, shaking his head. “I saw how they treated Parasite. How they branded him a criminal and ran him from the Academy on trumped-up charges, turning my best friend in the world into a criminal on the run from the law. Not just my best friend, but an orphan who had no family and needed all the support he could get.”

“If Parasite didn’t want to be branded a criminal, he shouldn’t have murdered those students,” I said. “Don’t make me cry for the devil.”

“That’s the thing, Ashley,” said Parasite, causing me to look over my shoulder at him. “I didn’t murder those students. I was framed.”

“Framed?” I said. “By who?”

“That’s the question I’d like the answer to,” said Parasite. “For over three years, I’ve been trying to find the answer to that question. I still don’t have it. But I have come to one conclusion: It has to be someone working at the Academy, specifically one of the teachers.”

Parasite gestured at the caged teachers. “One of those idiots murdered those students and framed me for them. Since I don’t know who did it, I’m going to kill them all just to be safe.”

“Why should I believe you?” I said, turning to face Parasite again. “Don’t most criminals say they’re innocent?”

“I’m not going to prove crud to you, girl,” said Parasite with a wave of his hand. “I know I’m innocent, even if everyone else doesn’t. I’ve given up on seeking justice from the law. To get the revenge I deserve, I need to take the matter into my own hands.” Parasite paused and chuckled. “Put that way, I sound just like a superhero, huh?”

“Even if one of the teachers framed you for the murders of those students, how does destroying the Academy itself solve that?” I said. “You aren’t just threatening the teachers. You’ve put the lives of hundreds of students and parents at risk, people who didn’t do anything to you.”

Parasite barked a terrible laugh. “They did nothing to me, huh? Other than believe the lies fed to them by the Academy, the NHA, the INJ, the G-Men, and every other mainstream superhuman institution. Other than that, though, those people are innocent.”

I looked at Joey again. “Joey, you’ve got to realize that this is insane. Parasite isn’t threatening just to harm people who he thinks have hurt him. He’s going to hurt everyone.”

Joey, however, did not meet my gaze. “I can’t say I agree with everything Parasite does. But when I said the Academy is corrupt, I wasn’t talking about just the teachers. The Academy only exists because parents keep sending their kids here and paying tuition. What else can I conclude from that other than they don’t care about real justice, either? If they all die, it’s their fault.”

“Besides, we’re not just going to destroy the Academy, right, Joey?” said Parasite. He grinned, which stretched the fangs on his mask in an incredibly creepy way. “We’re going to destroy the superhuman community itself. And what better way to do that than by stealing the powers of hundreds of the best and brightest kids in the Academy?”

My chest felt tight. “That’s the real reason you’re not letting any of the students leave. You want their powers.”

“Precisely,” said Parasite, holding up a finger. “There is no limit to the number of powers I can hold. At least, not that I’m aware of anyway. So I could steal the powers of every superhuman in the Academy and it would make me stronger than the entirety of the NHA, INJ, and G-Men combined. I wouldn’t quite be a god, but I’d be pretty darn close to one.”

I gulped. I thought back to all of the different powers I’d seen my fellow students use and realized how destructive they could be in the hands of someone like Parasite. Now Parasite’s plan was starting to make sense to me. It was truly horrifying.

“But first, I need to get rid of you,” said Parasite. He tilted his head to the side. “Which is harder than you’d think because I have so many powers that it’s hard to decide which to use sometimes.”

Parasite ran his finger along the surface of the invisible cage in which I was held. “Do I want to crush you between the walls of the cage? Rip your head off with my super strength? Maybe burn you to death? Or perhaps a good old-fashioned cutting off your air supply. Decisions, decisions. Joey, what do you—”

Parasite was interrupted when the ceiling of the Academy exploded with a red blast of energy. Something shot down through the hole in the ceiling so fast it was just a red-and-black blur, crashing into the stage hard enough to send both Parasite and Joey flying. The impact of the explosion also sent me flying, as Parasite’s invisible cage either stopped existing or was not tall enough to contain me.

I flipped through the air overhead, heading straight toward the seats, but two strong arms caught me in midair before I could fall into the seats. I found myself floating in the air, sweating and breathing hard as my heart raced from all of the excitement.

Parasite, who had been blown back to the other end of the stage, sat up and shook his head. “What in the world was—”

Parasite abruptly stopped talking. He was looking up at me in horror. So was Joey, whose top hat had been knocked off him by the air from the lightning blast.

But it wasn’t me they were looking at it. It was the man who held me in his arms, floating several feet above the Auditorium’s seats.

That wasn’t surprising. Because I was also surprised to see my Dad—clad in his Bolt costume—in the Auditorium.

And I was even more surprised to see the murderous rage on his face.
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It had been a long time since I saw Dad in his Bolt costume. Primarily black with glowing red highlights and made of spandex, it was a striking outfit. I had seen pictures of him in costume before, but there was a big difference between seeing him wear a costume in a picture and in real life.

But I was far from unhappy, even if I was a bit confused. “Dad? What are you doing here? I’m glad you saved me and all, but I didn’t see you at the gates.”

Dad flashed me an apologetic smile. “Sorry. You know how I am when your mom isn’t around to keep me on time. Appearing at the last possible moment to save the day is a bad habit I picked up in my teenage years. I’m working on it, though.”

I smiled and hugged Dad closer. I always felt safer with Dad and now was no exception. “Thanks, but why did you put on your costume?”

Dad shrugged. “I got stuck in traffic. Realized I could get to the Academy faster by flying, so I did. When I learned about the situation from one of the gate guards, I suited up and got here as fast as I could. I always carry my costume on me for just these sorts of emergencies.”

Dad looked down at Parasite, his gaze becoming stern. “So that’s Parasite, huh? I’ll give him one thing: He looks every bit as pathetic as his dad did.”

Parasite’s confusion instantly turned into rage. He jumped to his feet and hurled a blindingly bright ball of fire at us. Dad, however, easily dodged the fireball, which flew past us and struck the ceiling of the Auditorium behind us, leaving a smoking crater where it struck.

Dad tsked. “And your aim is as good as his, too.”

Parasite growled. “Come down and fight me like a man, Bolt. Or are you so afraid of the son of your archenemy that you’d rather keep your distance?”

Uh-oh. Dad’s eyes flashed when Parasite said that. Dad could be really competitive sometimes. It was easy to bait Dad into fighting you if you knew which buttons to press. And calling Dad a coward was like pressing the biggest, reddest button possible.

“Dad, don’t listen to him,” I said. “Parasite can—”

“I know what he can do, Ash,” said Dad. He glanced over his shoulder before looking at me again. “Ash, I’m going to put you down in the seats. Once I let you go, I need you to run, okay? Get out of here as fast as you can. Parasite wants to kill you more than me. It’s for your own safety.”

“But Dad,” I said, “I want to help—”

“No buts, missy,” said Dad, shaking his head. “I know about your condition. I don’t want you to hurt yourself, not if I can help it.”

“But—”

“No,” Dad repeated firmly. “And if you keep arguing with me, I’ll definitely ground you when you get home.”

Dad suddenly darted down and dropped me, rather unceremoniously, onto the floor. Then he flew back over to the stage and landed opposite Parasite with the smoking hole in the stage the only thing standing between the two of them.

Dad raised his hands, which began to crackle with red electricity. “Now, Parasite, I am going to give you two, and only two, options: Either die like your grandfather or die like your father. Which will it be?”

Parasite smirked. “How generous. But I’m going to give you only one option: Die like your father.”

Dad chuckled. “Strong words coming from the son of a loser.”

I knew I should have listened to Dad and run, but I was really worried about Dad. Dad was one of the strongest superheroes in the world, yet Parasite didn’t seem even remotely afraid of him. That made me wonder if Parasite had some sort of plan for dealing with Dad or if he was just that delusional.

“Son of a loser, eh?” said Parasite. “My, my. The legendary Bolt really is full of himself.”

Dad scowled. “That’s rich coming from a guy who brags about his ancestry like it’s an accomplishment. Then again, given how you’re nothing but a petty murderer with no accomplishments yourself, I guess you need something to brag about.”

Ouch. I hadn’t realized Dad could burn people so badly despite not having superpowers of his own. I needed to take a page out of his book next time I was talking to Sofia.

Parasite, surprisingly, didn’t look bothered by Dad’s sick burn. He folded his arms in front of his chest. “You know what? Banter is useless. Why don’t we skip to the part where we’re beating the crud out of each other? You don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for this moment to beat your sorry butt.”

Dad laughed. “If you insist. Just a warning: I’m going to be the exact opposite of gentle toward the man who tried to murder my daughter.”

Dad shot toward Parasite like a bullet. Parasite didn’t even try to dodge him, which seemed odd to me. If Dad punched Parasite, Parasite would probably die instantly even with his vast array of powers. What in the world was he thinking?

Then I glanced at Joey and saw that he was pointing his hands toward Dad and Parasite. A sudden realization occurred to me and I shouted at Dad, “Dad! Stop! It’s a trap!”

Dad, however, didn’t seem to hear me. He just kept running and, when he got close enough, threw a fist crackling with red electricity at Parasite’s face.

But Dad’s fist merely passed through empty air and Parasite’s form vanished. Dad staggered from the momentum of the punch and looked around in confusion. “What the—? Did he teleport or something?”

Parasite suddenly appeared behind Dad as if from thin air and pulled out a gun. He pointed it at Dad’s back and blasted him with a huge cloud of powerless gas. Thick powerless gas totally enveloped Dad, obscuring him from view.

“Dad!” I screamed. “No!”

Parasite, however, just reached into the cloud and yanked Dad out, who he threw on the stage like so much garbage. Dad fell on the stage hard. He tried to stand up, but Parasite kicked him in the stomach, causing him to groan and curl into a fetal position.

“What …” Dad gasped. “How …?”

Parasite laughed, a wild, mad sound like a hyena laughing. “This is the legendary Bolt I’ve heard so much about? The greatest superhero in the world, fooled by a simple magic trick? I guess they were right. You never should meet your heroes. Otherwise, you’ll probably try to kill them.”

I understood exactly what happened. Joey—who Dad had completely ignored—had used his illusion powers at some point to distract Dad with a fake Parasite. Parasite had then baited Dad into letting his guard down, taking advantage of Dad’s anger to get him to act recklessly. And then, of course, Parasite sprayed Dad with powerless gas, turning him into a normal human, rendering Dad helpless.

Even so, I had to admit I was confused as well. I had thought that Parasite wanted to kill me. So why was he gunning for Dad?

Dad struggled to get up, only for Parasite to grab him by the neck and lift him off his feet. Dad futilely tried to free himself, but between having his air cut off by Parasite’s grip and the powerless gas sapping his strength, he stood no chance against Parasite.

“W-Why?” Dad said. “Why are you doing this? Why are you trying to destroy the Academy?”

Parasite chuckled. “In truth, it’s really not the Academy that I’m interested in. I’m not even really interested in your daughter or your brat of a son for that matter. My real goal has always been you.”

Dad gulped weakly. “Me?”

Parasite nodded. “Yes. You. The man responsible for making me an orphan, the man whose actions have made me a pariah in the superhuman community. You ruined my life before I was even born, which must be one of those accomplishments you told me I don’t have.”

Dad gasped for breath. “You were always aiming for me …”

“Precisely,” said Parasite. He looked at me. “Truth be told, Ashley, I wasn’t planning to kill all of those students. Realistically, there’s no way I could steal everyone’s powers. I might have no limit to the powers I can steal, but I am just one man. By the time I killed even a few of your classmates, the authorities would be here and I’d just end up in jail. Or dead.”

Then Parasite looked at Dad again. “But I certainly have time to steal powers from one superhuman. And who better to steal from than the most powerful super in the entire world?”

My eyes widened in shock. “This was your plan all along. You threatened me to lure out Dad so you could kill him and steal his powers.”

“Exactly,” said Parasite. He glanced at Dad. “Embarrassing how your own daughter is smarter than you. You fell for the bait harder than a fish. Except fish have an actual excuse for falling for such obvious bait.”

Parasite tightened his grip on Dad’s throat, causing Dad to gasp for air harder than ever. Parasite pulled out a knife from his side, a long, jagged black blade, which he raised above his head.

“Now …” Parasite said. “I wonder what your powers will taste like.”

“Dad!” I shouted. “No!”

I raised my hands to summon a hard light construct to attack Parasite, but something hard and solid struck the back of my knees and I collapsed onto the carpeted floor of the Auditorium. A foot slammed into my back, making me groan in pain before I looked over my shoulder.

Joey stood on top of me with one foot. He held his cane like a sword, pointing it at my face.

“Sorry, Ash, but you’re going to have to stay put until Parasite kills your dad,” said Joey. “Don’t take it personally, though. It was Parasite’s idea to kill your dad, not mine. So long as I see the Academy burned to the ground, I will be happy.”

I gritted my teeth but said nothing to Joey. Instead, I returned my attention to Parasite and Dad. Parasite was lining up his knife, aiming for Dad’s heart. I raised a hand to try to save Dad again, but Joey’s cane smashed down on my hand so hard that it felt like my hand broke, although it probably just hurt a lot. Still, it distracted me from using my powers on Parasite, whose knife was now aimed directly at Dad’s heart.

“Ironic, isn’t it?” said Parasite to Dad. “Meeting your end at the hands of your worst enemy’s son … it’s a twist even I didn’t see coming. Fate can be funny sometimes.”

Parasite pulled his knife back, but then the entrance to the Academy burst open with a blast of wind. Joey looked over his shoulder in shock and managed to jump out of the way of a speeding blue blur I didn’t recognize. Without Joey on top of me, I tried to get up, only for Joey to bring his foot down on me again.

But that was fine. The speeding blue blur didn’t stop. It went up onto the stage toward Parasite and Dad. Parasite, nonetheless, stabbed his knife towards Dad’s chest.

Or he tried to. By the time he made the thrusting motion, his knife disappeared from his hand and so his fist just ineffectually punched against Dad’s chest.

“What the—?” said Parasite, looking at his empty hand in surprise. “Where did my knife—”

The blue blur kicked Parasite in the knees, causing Parasite to drop Dad, who fell onto the stage unceremoniously. Fortunately, Dad was clearly still breathing, though his fetal position was a sign he wasn’t going to fight anytime soon.

Parasite was less lucky. The blue blur kept landing blow after blow on him, striking every inch of his body so fast that even Parasite didn’t have time to respond. Parasite kept trying to swat at the blur, but even though he had really fast reflexes, they were no match for the speedster that hit him everywhere at once. He also tried to aim his powerless gun at the blur, but then the blur knocked the gun out of his hand, sending it flying away outside of his reach.

Parasite’s eyes flashed yellow and a large energy bubble appeared around him. The blue blur kept striking the energy bubble but was obviously unable to pierce it.

So the blue blur finally came to a stop, which was when we got our first good look at him.

He was a young boy, couldn’t be older than thirteen, if that. He was clad in a spandex suit very similar to Dad’s, only it was blue and yellow. Additionally, he had goggles over his eyes that covered his eyes as well as wore white shoes with lightning designs etched on them. A glowing yellow Z was emblazoned on his chest, made obvious by the Superman stance the boy took when he stopped running.

“Cool barrier, Parasite,” said the boy in a voice I instantly recognized. “Not sure what it’s made out of, but even my fists and feet can’t pierce it. I imagine you’ll have to come out at some point, though, if you want to kill me.”

“Who are you, brat?” said Parasite, staring at the boy in annoyance. “This is none of your business.”

The boy stared at Parasite in disbelief. “None of my business? Dude, you’re trying to murder my dad and my sister. That definitely makes this my business.”

“Your dad and sister?” Parasite repeated. “No way. You’re—”

“Jake!” I shouted, half-overjoyed to see him, half-angry. “What are you doing here? We told you to stay put until we beat Parasite!”

Jake shot me a mischievous grin. “I told you, it’s not ‘Jake,’ it’s Zip. And that’s a funny way of saying ‘thank you for saving dad from a supervillain terrorist,’ sis.”

I bit my lower lip in frustration, but I also couldn’t help but smile. “At least you’re wearing the right clothes for the occasion.”

Jake shrugged. “I’m a speedster. Took me maybe half a minute to get dressed and get back here when I saw Dad break through the ceiling.” Jake suddenly looked at Dad and gave him the thumbs up. “Cool entrance by the way, Dad. I’ll have to try it myself sometime.”

Dad just groaned painfully. “Jake. Parasite.”

“Oh, right,” said Jake. He looked at Parasite and cracked his knuckles. “Let’s see how you enjoy getting your butt handed to you on a silver platter, ugly.”

Parasite smirked. “Fine. If you aren’t smart enough to listen to your brainy sister, then I’ll just kill you as well. And perhaps I’ll get your mom and unborn sibling after this, too, just to complete the set. There’s no way you can beat me by yourself.”

Jake chuckled. “When did I say I came by myself?”

Parasite’s smirk vanished, replaced by a confused scowl when a roar overhead caused everyone to look up at the hole in the ceiling that Dad had created. Parasite’s jaw dropped, while Joey rubbed his eyes to make sure they were still working. Even I did a double-take at what was peering at us through the hole in the Auditorium’s ceiling.

After all, it wasn’t every day that you saw a literal dragon staring at you.
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The dragon’s sharped, pointed head peered down at us. Its golden scales glowed softly while smoke rose from its nostrils. Its long, sinewy neck was covered in pure gold scales, while its claws clutched the edge of the opening tightly for support. The dragon looked surprisingly small—maybe the size of a horse—but it was still an amazing sight to see.

“A dragon?” said Parasite. He looked at Joey. “Joey, this isn’t another one of your illusions, is it? Because if it is, I’m not laughing.”

“Joey?” said Jake. He looked over at Joey and me and his eyes widened. “Joey? Is that you? Why are you standing on Ashley? Didn’t you say you were going to protect her from Parasite?”

“He’s the traitor, Jake!” I shouted. “Joey has been helping Parasite this entire time. He’s Parasite’s friend.”

Jake’s eyes widened so much that they looked like they were about to fall out of their sockets. “Really? But Joey is one of the Top Six!”

“It’s true,” I insisted. “Joey is one of the bad guys here. He’s a villain. Just like Parasite.”

Jake was so surprised by my statement that he didn’t even move. His eyes were fixed on Joey like he wasn’t sure Joey was even real. Not an unreasonable assumption, given Joey’s power set, but Joey’s foot on my back felt awfully real.

Parasite, however, lowered his barrier and ran toward Jake. His arms shifted until they became wickedly sharp blades from the elbow down.

But the dragon growled and swooped down through the opening toward Parasite. The dragon landed between Parasite and Jake, angling its wings to block Parasite’s sword arms. Parasite stared at the dragon in surprise, but the dragon simply knocked him back by extending its wing. Knocked off-balance, Parasite staggered backward before the dragon spewed white-hot fire at him.

Parasite, however, summoned another energy barrier, which protected him from the burning white flames. The dragon was forced to cut off its flames once it became apparent that its fire was not effective against Parasite’s energy barrier.

“Whoa!” said Jake, jumping away from the dragon in surprise. “A little warning before you start burning stuff next time, okay, Barrett?”

“Barrett?” I said. “Is that dragon Barrett Marcus?”

The dragon snorted, sending more smoke out of its nostrils. Then, before our startled eyes, it began to change. Its neck shortened and its face became rounder and less pointed. Golden scales turned into pale human flesh, while the wings sank back into the body. Claws turned into human fingers, the tail disappeared entirely, and in seconds Barrett Marcus, the son of President Franklin Marcus of Superbia, stood on the stage where the dragon had stood mere seconds ago.

Barrett looked different now, however. That was probably because he was shirtless, showing off his incredibly muscular body. I wasn’t sure how or why he still wore pants, but maybe that was just a feature of his powers. In any case, I couldn’t really complain because his body was really nice to look at, nicer than I was expecting, in all honesty.

But it was also covered in tattoos. I was too far away to make out every detail, but the details reminded me of dragon scales. Even stranger, the tattoos looked almost like they were a part of his body, rather than having been painted on by a tattoo artist at some point.

“My apologies, Jake,” said Barrett, scratching the back of his head. “When I become a dragon, my mind becomes more feral and instinctual. Dragon instincts can be powerful and I’m still learning how to control them.”

“Barrett?” I said. “What are you doing here? I thought you had gone back to Superbia already.”

Barrett flashed me a happy smile. “Ash! So glad to see you are still alive. Jake sent me a text earlier telling me about Parasite’s attack. When he mentioned that you were in danger, I knew I had to jump into action.”

“Literally,” said Jake. “He actually jumped out of his dad’s personal plane, transformed into his dragon form, and flew all the way here. Could have been faster, though.”

“Not all of us have super speed, Jake,” said Barrett with a roll of his eyes. “Forgive me for only being able to fly at sixty miles an hour rather than six hundred.”

“You have Barrett’s phone number?” I said to Jake in confusion. “When did you guys become friends?”

“Who cares?” Parasite said. He stood up, though I noticed he was careful to keep his barrier up. “I don’t care how many students you bring. I will kill anyone who gets in my way. Besides, I’m not the only one threatening Ashley’s life here.”

The sound of a sword being unsheathed could be heard behind me and then I felt the tip of a sword press against the base of my neck. Turning my neck just enough to look at Joey, I saw Joey pointing a sword at my neck. In his other hand, he held his cane, which I now realized was a sheath for his sword. It was a simple blade, thin and pointed, but I had no doubt that it could take my head off my neck as well as any blade.

“Correct,” said Joey. “Attack Parasite one more time, either of you, and I will end Ashley’s life before she even knows it.”

Jake scowled. “You jerk. I trusted you. You said you would keep my sister safe. You lied.”

Joey shrugged. “People aren’t always what they appear, Jake. That includes me. But I am curious to know if your feet or my sword arm is faster. Want to find out?”

“Don’t worry about me, Jake!” I shouted back at Jake. “Take them both down. I’ll be fine.”

“No, you won’t,” Jake argued. “You’ll be dead and then what will be the point in putting on our costumes and fighting these guys?”

“Your brother has a point, Ashley,” said Barrett. He glared at Joey. “I’ve never liked Joey and now I know why.”

“Then come at me, son of Superbia,” said Joey. “Let’s see if your reflexes are faster than Jake’s feet. Something tells me they aren’t.”

Neither Barrett nor Jake stepped toward me and Joey. Despite what they said, they could tell that Joey was being one hundred percent serious about killing me if they tried anything. I could sense that and I wasn’t even looking at him directly. I suppose this was the real Joey: A psychotic madman ready and willing to murder anyone who got in his way.

But then, without warning, something solid slammed into the back of Joey’s head. The impact caused Joey to stagger off me, taking his sword with him. The solid thing swiped at him again, but Joey parried the object and jumped back into the seats well outside of the object’s reach.

“What the—?” said Joey, staring at the newcomer. “Who are you?”

I rolled over onto my back to see my savior as well.

She was a teenage girl wearing a lab coat of some sort. Long rubber gloves went up to her elbows, while her hair was done up in a ponytail. Her eyes, like Jake’s, were hidden behind goggles, though her goggles looked more high-tech than his. Blinking lights ran up and down the gauntlets over her gloves, while in her hands she carried a long, metal baseball bat, though rather shakily.

My lips broke into a big smile when I saw her. “Courtney? Is that you?”

Courtney smiled, though it was a nervous, shaky smile. “H-Hey, Ash. I thought I might have been too late, but it looks like I was just in time after all.”

Sitting up and rubbing my back, I said, “No, you’re definitely on time. But I thought you had already left the Academy with your dad.”

Courtney shook her head. “We got stuck when Parasite closed the gates. When we heard that you and Joey were going to confront Parasite, I knew I needed to help. Took me a long time to convince my dad to let me go, though. He was really worried about me fighting Parasite.”

“As he should be,” I said, grabbing the arm of a nearby seat and using it to help me stand up. “But thanks. I thought Joey was going to kill me for a while there.”

“That’s Joey?” said Courtney, looking at Joey in shock. “I had hoped it was another supervillain like maybe Parasite’s sidekick or something.”

“I’m not his sidekick,” said Joey. He raised his sword. “I am his partner. There’s a difference, though one you likely won’t live long enough to learn for yourself, girl.”

Joey jumped off the seats toward Courtney, his sword flashing. But I summoned a light sword in my hands and, rushing forward, held it out between Joey and Courtney. My sword caught Joey’s blade before it could strike Courtney, causing Joey to look at me in surprise.

“Your reflexes are impressive,” said Joey, “but unfortunately, not impressive enough to convince me to spare your life.”

Joey pulled his sword away from mine and swiped at me. I summoned another light sword in my left hand, however, and held my swords in an X shape to block Joey’s blade. Joey’s eyes widened in surprise when I did that, though he didn’t remove his sword.

“What were you saying about me having to convince you to spare me?” I said. “It might be the other way around soon enough, you jerk.”

Joey smirked. “I underestimated you. Still, you can’t keep that up forever. Hernandez’s Disease will kill you if you use your powers too much.”

“My condition?” I said. I chuckled. “Guess no one’s told you, but I’m taking a pill for that. It’s called the—”

Without warning, sharp pain thundered in my chest. Sweat broke out across my brow and I gasped in pain, my knees suddenly growing weak. This allowed Joey to drive me to the floor. He then began banging away at my swords until they suddenly shattered, allowing Joey to kick me in the chin and send me sprawling across the floor.

“Ow,” I said, clutching my chest. “Why … why does it … why does it hurt? I took my Super Pill last night. I should be fine.”

Joey raised an eyebrow. “Your Super Pills? You mean these?”

Like a stage magician, Joey revealed my bottle of Super Pills with a flourish. He held it up for all to see, the red pills within gleaming under the lights from the Auditorium above.

“What the—?” I said. “How did you get my Super Pills? I took them last night. I even packed them this morning.”

Joey shook his head. “Wrong. While you were speaking with the Fashionista about your expulsion yesterday, I sneaked into your room and swapped out your Super Pills for some fakes that I made. The fakes aren’t harmful. They pretty much have no effect on you whatsoever, which is why you’re now lying on the floor dying.”

I reached out toward Joey. “You … jerk … give me back my medicine. Now.”

Joey, however, stepped back and smirked at me. “You’ll have to come and get it yourself … assuming you can even stand, that is.”

I gritted my teeth, but Courtney rushed toward Joey and swung her bat at his head again. Joey, however, easily dodged her clumsy swing and whirled, slamming the flat of his sword against her face. The impact sent Courtney staggering backward, which Joey took advantage of to stab her.

Or he would have if Barrett hadn’t launched himself off the stage and slashed at Joey with his claws. At the last second, Joey jumped, barely avoiding Barrett’s claws, which nonetheless managed to leave a cut in his right sleeve.

Skidding to a halt, Joey looked at Barrett, unimpressed. “What do you want, lizard face?”

Barrett raised his claws. That was when I noticed that Barrett was only partially transformed. Dragon wings extended from his back, while his fingers now ended in wicked claws that looked really sharp. That was pretty amazing. It meant that Barrett had enough control over his shifting powers to be able to change only certain parts of his body while leaving other parts normal. I wonder if that had to do with the early training that Superbian children got or not.

With smoke rising from his nostrils, Barrett said, “Simple: I want to keep you from harming my friend.”

“Y-Yeah,” said Courtney, who had sneaked around Joey and now stood side-by-side with Barrett. She raised her bat. “Ashley is my friend, too. No way am I going to abandon her to you.”

I looked from Courtney to Barrett and back again. “Wait … you guys consider me your friend, even knowing about my Hernandez’s Disease?”

“Who cares about Hernandez’s Disease?” said Courtney. She shot a smile at me over her shoulder. “We’re friends, whether you like it or not.”

“Well put, Courtney,” said Barrett. He also looked over his shoulder at me with an odd look in his eyes. “In Superbia, friendship among supers is valued above all else. I would be a terrible Superbian if I abandoned you because of a genetic defect that you did not choose to be born with.”

Against my will, tears appeared in my eyes. I felt so stupid, but I didn’t care. I could tell that Courtney and Barrett both meant exactly what they said. But it wasn’t their declarations of friendship that touched me.

No. It was the realization that I considered them friends, too.

Wiping the tears from my eyes, I said, “Thanks, guys. I couldn’t ask for better friends.”

“I’m sure you could, though I’m not sure you would get them,” said Barrett. “In any case, you and your father should get out of here. I believe the three of us ought to be enough to beat Parasite and—”

“No,” I said. I stood up, dusting off my pants. “I’m going to stand and fight, too.”

“But your condition—” said Courtney.

I held up a hand. “I’ll be fine. I’m tired of running. You guys keep Joey busy. I’ll help Jake take down Parasite.”

Courtney still looked skeptical about that, but Barrett seemed to understand what I was getting at because he nodded and said, “Very well. We’ll do our best.”

I nodded and turned to face the stage, with Barrett and Courtney turning to face Joey. Jake still stood on the stage, standing before Dad, but now he was looking at Parasite.

Parasite had been awfully quiet for a while now. He still stood behind his barrier, but when I turned to face him, Parasite looked over at me. A deadly smirk crossed his lips as he folded his arms in front of his chest.

“So you are finally ready to fight, huh?” said Parasite. He chuckled. “Then prepare to suffer … and die.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

As soon as Parasite said that, he dropped his barrier and fired two fireballs at me in quick succession. I summoned a light wall in front of me, however, which blocked both fireballs and made them explode harmless against my barrier. Sharp pain spiked through my chest when I summoned the wall, but I ignored it. I had to. If I didn’t, Parasite would kill us all.

Jake instantly ran toward Parasite, but Parasite suddenly vanished into thin air. Jake skidded to a stop, looking around in confusion.

“Huh?” said Jake, whipping his head this way and that. “Where’d Parasite go? Can he teleport now, too?”

I was wondering the same thing when I noticed a slight shimmer in the air behind Jake, a distortion, like— “He’s behind you!”

I was too late. Parasite’s sword hand stabbed into Jake’s lower back. Fortunately, Jake’s reflexes were fast enough to let him leap forward, which probably spared him from getting completely skewered by Parasite. Even so, Jake fell down on his hands and knees, the wound in his back bleeding profusely as he groaned in pain.

Parasite’s form shimmered back into view, his sword hand dripping blood onto the stage. With a hideous smile on his face made even uglier by his mask, Parasite began walking toward Jake, his sword hand raised above his head.

I ran forward and jumped into the air, landing on a solid light platform. I kept running, however, forming light step after step under my feet, a technique I had practiced in Powers class but still hadn’t quite mastered. Fortunately, the distance between the seats and the stage wasn’t too far, and when I got to the last step, I jumped through the air toward Parasite.

As I flew through the air, I summoned my favorite light hammer and brought it down on Parasite’s head. Parasite, however, jumped backward at the last second, causing my hammer to smash into the floor where he had stood just a few seconds ago.

Parasite swiped at me with his sword hand, but I managed to duck and avoid the blow, feeling strands of my hair getting cut off as his blade whizzed by overhead. Standing up again, I swung my hammer at Parasite’s ugly face, only for him to block it with the flat of his blade. I struggled to force it down, but Parasite was a lot stronger than me, holding me back with ease.

“You’re a feisty one,” said Parasite, “but unfortunately for you, I’m not afraid to hit girls.”

Parasite shoved me back. I staggered backward, my arms going wide. Parasite slashed at me with his sword arm, but I summoned a light barrier that Parasite’s blade bounced harmlessly off of.

Regaining my balance, I dropped the barrier and swung my hammer at Parasite again. Parasite, however, jumped into the air overhead, causing my swing to miss. Parasite jumped over my head and, landing behind me, kicked me in the back.

That blow was enough to send me staggering forward. Remembering my combat training, I rolled forward, just barely avoiding Parasite’s sword arm that would have cut me clean in two if I hadn’t dodged it. Rolling to my feet, I whirled around and threw my hammer at Parasite’s face.

But Parasite dodged my hammer and rushed toward me. His other hand turned into a sword, meaning he now had two sword arms rather than one. But I yanked my hand back and my hammer that had missed Parasite came flying back to me. It slammed into the back of his head, causing him to fall forward onto the floor. I caught my hammer with my left hand and ran toward Parasite again to smash his head in before he could move.

Parasite’s arms morphed back to normal and then Parasite’s body disappeared right before I brought my hammer down on his head. My hammer slammed into the floor hard enough to crack it, but I immediately stood back up and looked around wildly for him.

Dang it. Parasite was using his camouflage powers again. I remembered seeing the slight distortion in the air that was a clue to his location, but right now I didn’t see it. Nor did I hear Parasite nearby, although that may have to do with the noise from the battle between my friends and Joey. A glance at the seats showed me that Barrett and Courtney were attacking Joey, but Joey easily dodged their attacks while striking back with his cane sword when possible. Joey seemed to be using his illusion powers to trick my friends, though, because they would occasionally attack empty air for no reason.

But I didn’t have time to worry about Barrett and Courtney. Right now, I was more concerned about Parasite. He was the immediate threat to me, but that didn’t mean I instantly knew where he was or how to find him.

Think, Ashley. So far, Parasite was living up to his reputation of having a smorgasbord of powers at his command. He probably still had a few powers he had yet to use. This brief fight helped me understand his powers somewhat, but not enough to win. Like, what sort of limits did his powers have, for example?

Limits … that made me realize that Parasite’s powers did have at least one limit from what I had observed. The limit was obvious, now that I thought about it. It was—

Two hands suddenly wrapped around my throat from behind. I gasped in pain and heard Parasite whisper in my ear, “You let your guard down. Here’s the last lesson you’ll ever learn: Never, ever let your guard down in a fight against a serial killer.”

I tried to pull Parasite’s hands off my neck, but his grip was too tight. Having the air choked out of me made it hard for me to concentrate long enough to use my powers. It didn’t help that the sharp pain from my condition flared up again, making me feel even weaker than before.

Still, I couldn’t give up. I raised my hand, aiming it behind my head in what I assumed was Parasite’s face. A flashlight made of light appeared in my hand, and with a click, I sent a blinding flash of light in Parasite’s face.

It worked. Parasite yelled in pain and loosened his grip around my neck. I stomped my right foot down on his, which caused Parasite to let go of me entirely. I whirled around and, summoning another light hammer, slammed it into his face as hard as I could.

The blow sent Parasite staggering again. He almost fell over, but caught himself at the last minute. His body began to change texture and color, slowly blending in with his environment.

I wasn’t going to let him get away that easily, however. I thrust my hand forward and a pillar of light came out of nowhere and slammed into Parasite’s stomach. The blow caused Parasite to double over and I ran forward and brought my hammer down on the back of his head, slamming Parasite onto the stage.

Parasite struggled to get up again, but I kicked him in the chin. That knocked him on his back and I slammed my foot down on his chest. My hammer morphed into a sword, which I pointed at Parasite’s neck, causing him to freeze underneath me.

Horrific pain from my condition wracked my body. I felt like I could barely stand. Yet I didn’t show Parasite any weakness. I didn’t want him to even think he could escape from me.

Parasite looked up at me defiantly. “I guess I really did underestimate you. That was a move straight out of Sea Sister’s Combat class.”

“You could say I picked up a thing or two from her,” I said. I pressed the tip of my sword closer against his neck, though without drawing blood. “I win and you lose because I know how your powers work.”

Parasite raised an eyebrow. “You do, do you? Then explain them to me.”

“You can have as many powers as you want,” I said, “by stealing them from others. But that doesn’t mean you can use all your powers at once. I noticed you only ever used one power at a time. That’s why I tricked you into using your chameleon powers. I knew that if you were trying to conceal yourself, you couldn’t use your sword arms, which would have protected you from my pillar.”

Parasite chuckled. “Smart girl. You must have inherited your grandfather’s intelligence.”

“It’s just a common-sense deduction based on observable facts,” I replied.

“True enough,” said Parasite. “Unfortunately, you didn’t observe all the facts.”

Parasite suddenly shoved the light sword aside and vanished into thin air. I tried to stab the spot where he had been lying but my sword simply struck the wooden stage. I looked around, trying to spot Parasite, when what felt like a sword stabbed straight into my stomach. Stunned by the pain, I looked down and saw a bloody wound in my stomach. I saw the vague outline of a sword the same color and texture as my costume thrust into my stomach, which was a surreal sensation to see.

Then the sword shimmered and turned into Parasite’s sword arm. Looking up, I saw a smirking Parasite standing in front of me, his sword arm thrust deeply into my stomach.

“No … way …” I gasped. “You … can … use …”

“Two powers at once?” Parasite finished for me. He chuckled darkly. “Yep. Granted, it’s only two powers, but two powers is really all you need most of the time.”

Parasite yanked his sword arm out of my stomach, causing me to scream before he grabbed me by the neck and lifted me off my feet. His strong grip cut off my throat entirely, turning my screams of pain into choked gasps. Blood continued to leak out of my stomach. Between the blood from my wound and the strain on my heart from using my powers, I was afraid I would die before Parasite finished me off.

Parasite pulled his sword hand back. “You put up a good fight, but you just weren’t good enough. In the final battle between the Jasons and the Candles, the Candles come out on top. I will finally avenge my dad and grandpa, the family I never got to know thanks to your father stealing them from me. That is why you have to die today.”

“I didn’t steal anything from you, Parasite,” said a familiar voice behind him. “You, however, have stolen from too many people to count.”

Parasite looked over his shoulder and I did as well. Dad stood behind Parasite, still looking weak from the powerless gas, but he raised Parasite’s own powerless gun up to his face and pulled the trigger.

A purple pellet struck Parasite’s face and exploded, covering his face in a huge cloud of yellow powerless gas. Parasite hacked and coughed. He dropped me suddenly, causing me to collapse onto the stage. Dad fired several more powerless pellets at Parasite, hitting him in the face and chest. Parasite, however, waved his arms about wildly and struck the powerless gun out of Dad’s hands. He even slammed his fist into Dad’s face, causing Dad to fall down as well.

“Ugh!” Parasite screamed, waving away the powerless gas from his face. “It … stings …”

Dad, lying on the stage, looked up at Parasite and smirked. “I bet it does, you monster. By the way, what were you telling my girl earlier about situational awareness? Shouldn’t have forgotten about me.”

Although I was happy that Dad had weakened Parasite, the fact was that Parasite was still standing. But I saw my chance. Ignoring the pain in my stomach and heart, I rose to my feet and summoned two hammers, making them as hard and thick as I could. They were a good deal weaker than normal thanks to my pain and summoning them alone caused me more pain, but I didn’t care.

With a roar, I slammed my hammer into Parasite’s face and followed it up with another hammer to the face. I didn’t let up. I kept hitting Parasite over and over, striking him in the face, not giving him even one moment to react. Not that Parasite was in any position to respond, though. Between the powerless gas that had sapped his powers and my hammers, Parasite was basically defenseless.

Finally, after hammering away at him for several seconds, I smashed Parasite upside the jaw hard enough to send him falling down. He fell flat on his back, but I wasn’t done yet. I raised my hammers into the air, ready to bring them down on Parasite’s head and shatter his skull into a million pieces.

That was when I heard a loud woof come from nowhere and then Sammy—the large golden retriever from yesterday—came out of nowhere and crouched next to Parasite. Sammy made whining noises as it licked and nudged his head, while apparently completely ignoring me.

I stared at Sammy in confusion. “What the … Sammy, what are you doing here?”

“Stupid … stupid dog,” said Parasite. His voice was slightly muffled, probably because I’d smashed his jaw into pieces. “Go … go away before they get you … too …”

I stared at the weakened Parasite on the ground in front of me. “Sammy is your dog?”

Parasite nodded. With one eye swollen shut and the other wide open, Parasite looked even uglier than usual. “Yes. He’s the only thing I’ve got. The only thing keeping me going.”

Sammy looked up at me just then. He growled, but he didn’t really look like he was going to attack me. It was more like a warning like he was trying to convince me to leave his master alone for my well-being. He was certainly a big dog and probably could hurt me badly if he wanted to.

It was dumb. It was ridiculous. It didn’t make sense.

But I hesitated. I did.

I should have killed him. Parasite deserved it. He was weak and literally powerless. One more solid whack to the head and he’d be out for good. Who cared about his dog?

And that’s what made this so stupid. The dog. If the dog hadn’t been here, I would have killed Parasite without even thinking about it. But Sammy’s presence here and his obvious desire to defend his master made me hesitate.

No. I couldn’t hesitate. Regardless of whether Sammy was here or not, Parasite needed to be stopped.

But before I could bring my hammers down on Parasite, sharp pain shot through my heart like an arrow. The pain shattered my concentration and made my hammers disappear. I stumbled backward and clutched my chest and also my bleeding stomach, trying to staunch the bleeding.

“No …” I whispered. “No, I can’t die … not now …”

Darkness quickly gathered at the edge of my vision. I raised a hand toward Parasite, but then the darkness came over me and I lost consciousness before I even hit the ground.


CHAPTER FORTY

 

Something soft but rough bounced off against my forehead. It was followed by another object with a similar texture, and then another. It was really annoying, but I didn’t do anything about it. My mind felt sluggish and asleep. Whoever was pelting me with whatever could keep doing it. I didn’t really care.

That was when something nailed me right in the eye hard enough to hurt. My eyes flew open and I was momentarily blinded by the bright lights directly above me. I raised a hand over my face to protect my vision from the fluorescent lights overhead, which was when I saw a strange device attached to my middle finger. A cord went down the tiny clamp, which I followed and saw that it was connected to a large, beeping medical device next to the bed I lay on. The heart monitor device looked awfully familiar, but I couldn’t place where I might have seen it before.

“Morning, sis,” said a familiar voice to my left. “Thought you’d never wake up.”

Startled, I looked to my left and saw Jake lying in a bed similar to mine just a few feet away. Jake was in a blue patient’s gown, with white blankets covering his legs. In his lap sat a yellow legal pad, while in his hand he held a wadded-up ball of paper that he held with a baseball pitcher’s grip.

I blinked. “Jake? What happened to you? Why are we in the hospital? And why are you holding a paper wad like that?”

“I was trying to wake you up,” Jake replied. He raised the legal pad. “I told Irma I wanted to write you a nice note for you to read when you awakened. She thought it was really sweet, but honestly, I just wanted to have a good supply of paper so I could pelt you while you slept.”

Puzzled, I looked at the floor between me and Jake. It was covered with close to a dozen wadded-up pieces of paper of varying sizes. A particularly big one, however, sat on my lap.

“Is that what hit my eye?” I said, rubbing my eye.

“Yeah,” said Jake. “Sorry about that. I was aiming for your forehead, but my aim isn’t too good, so I missed.”

Something told me that Jake—who had been a decent baseball player back in elementary school before his powers manifested—hadn’t actually ‘missed,’ but I had more important things to worry about than that.

Instead, I took this moment to look around at the room we were in. It looked like …

“The Clinic?” I said, looking at Jake again. “Are we in the Academy Clinic?”

“Bingo,” said Jake with a nod. He began throwing the wadded-up paper ball up and down in his hand. “You and I have been in here for three days since the Parasite attack.”

“Parasite attack …” I suddenly remembered everything that had happened back in the Auditorium. “Crud. Parasite, is he—”

“Gone,” said Jake. “And probably not coming back anytime soon. Ran with his tail tucked between his legs, especially after the G-Men showed up.”

“Wait, what?” I said, looking at Jake. “The G-Men showed up?”

“Sure,” said Jake with a nod. “They showed up not long after you got knocked out, though like I said, Parasite got away.”

I rubbed my forehead. “Can you tell me exactly what happened after I lost consciousness? How long have you been awake?”

Jake yawned. “Oh, I’ve been conscious the entire time I’ve been here. The only reason they haven’t released me yet is because my injuries were pretty serious, though not as bad as yours, apparently. You actually flat-lined when they first brought you here.”

“I died?” I said in horror. I looked at the heart monitor, which thankfully showed my heart beating normally now. “But I don’t remember dying.”

Jake shrugged. “Saw it happen with my own eyes. You looked pretty dead until Dad restarted your heart with his electricity powers.”

“Dad did?” I said. “Why didn’t they use the Clinic’s heart restarting equipment?”

“Because apparently it wasn’t working when Irma tried to use it on you,” said Jake. “I heard Irma say that Joey probably messed with it at some point. Most of the other medical equipment wasn’t working, either, which is another reason I’ve been stuck here with only you as company.”

I breathed deeply. If Joey had gone to the trouble of ruining Irma’s medical equipment, it meant that he and Parasite really had been willing to kill everyone. They didn’t want anyone to have even the slightest chance of surviving. That meant they were both a lot smarter, and more dangerous, than even I realized.

I looked at Jake. “You said Parasite got away. What about Joey?”

Jake scratched his chin. “After you got knocked out and the G-Men showed up, Joey split like a banana. He cast a really scary, hyper-realistic illusion that blinded everyone. We thought he was going to try to attack everyone, but then the illusion ended and Joey and Parasite were both gone.”

“What about Sammy?” I said. “Is he gone, too?”

“Yeah,” said Jake with a nod. “I guess Parasite must actually care about that dog or something. It’s weird, though, because I can’t imagine Parasite caring about anyone other than himself.”

I nodded in agreement, though I had my doubts. Parasite did seem like an extremely self-centered individual, but at the same time, he seemed to really care about Sammy. I suppose I’d feel the same way if I was on the run from the authorities for three years and Sammy was my only companion.

“Anyway, after they disappeared, you, Dad, and I were rushed to the Clinic,” said Jake. “The teachers were, too, but since they had only been sprayed with powerless gas, Irma released them pretty quick. We’re actually the only two people left in the Clinic because Dad wasn’t hurt, either, aside from a few bruises here and there. Our injuries were more severe than the others’, so it makes sense.”

“What about Barrett and Courtney?” I said. “Are they okay?”

“They are,” said Jake. “They survived against Joey, though Barrett took some pretty heavy blows. He said he didn’t need medical attention, though, because apparently being part-dragon means he heals faster than pure humans.”

I breathed a sigh of relief and lay back down against my pillow. “You really don’t know how relieved that makes me.”

“Oh, I think I do,” said Jake. He grinned at me mischievously. “By the way, I noticed the way you looked at Barrett when he was shirtless earlier. You were eating that eye candy right up.”

I picked up the large paper wad on my lap and threw it back at Jake, though my aim was off and it just bounced off his legs. “Shut up.”

“What?” said Jake in a falsely innocent voice. “If you like Barrett, that’s fine. He’s a lot cooler than Joey. Unlike Joey, he didn’t try to kill us.”

I scowled. “I just like Barrett as a friend. That’s it.”

“A friend who is really ripped,” Jake said. “And is the son of the leader of a country and is also really well-mannered and polite. But what do I know? I’m just a dumb teenage boy who’s never had a girlfriend. You probably shouldn’t listen to my teasing, even though it was obvious you couldn’t take your eyes off him.”

I was about to argue with Jake about that before the door to the room flew open. Both Mom and Dad rushed in, with Irma following close behind.

“Ashley!” said Dad, who was no longer in his costume. He hugged me tightly, almost crushingly so. “I thought I heard your voice! Glad you’re finally awake. For a while there, I was worried that you would never wake up again.”

I smiled weakly and patted Dad on the back. “That’s nice, Dad, but I think I’m actually going to die if you keep hugging me.”

Dad let go of me and stepped back from my bed. He wore a worried but relieved expression on his face. It was the same expression as Mom, who stood next to him and didn’t try to hug me to death, though that was probably due to her huge belly, which made hugs impractical.

“I’m happy that you’re awake, too, Ashley,” said Mom. She looked at me and Jake. “More than that, we’re both glad that you two are still alive. I came here as fast as I could after your dad called me and told me about the fight at the Auditorium.”

Dad put an arm around Mom’s shoulders and squeezed. “I tried to tell your mom to stay put, but after I told her about your injuries, she got the first flight from Texas.”

I smiled weakly. “No, it’s fine. I’m glad you’re both here. Really.”

“You mean that all three of us are here,” said Dad, tapping Mom’s belly. “Your younger brother is almost here.”

“Younger brother?” I said in horror. “You mean the baby is going to be a boy?”

“Yes,” said Mom, smiling. “We wanted to tell you over Thanksgiving break, but unfortunately we had to put it off until now thanks to, well, you know what.”

“That is so cool!” said Jake. He bounced up and down on his bed. “I’ve always wanted a younger brother! This is gonna be so awesome. I’m going to teach him everything I know.”

“Like how to annoy your older sister?” I said.

Jake nodded. “Exactly. I’m going to be the best older brother ever.”

“Jake,” said Irma reproachfully, “don’t bounce around like that. You are still healing from your injuries. Even with the Miracle healing serum I gave you, you still aren’t back to full health yet.”

“Okay,” said Jake, pouting, “but I’m just excited. A baby brother … so cool.”

Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t mind having another baby brother. I had been kind of hoping we’d get another girl, but I guess I wasn’t that lucky. Maybe Mom would have another kid at some point and that would be a girl. Something told me that probably wasn’t going to happen anytime soon, though. After three kids, I’d be surprised if Mom wanted more.

“It’s exciting, but your brother won’t be here until December,” said Dad. “So until then, we’re stuck with you two.”

“Thanks, Dad,” I said dryly. “I feel so loved right now.”

We all had a chuckle at that. Even Irma looked amused, though she also looked concerned. She seemed to be paying close attention to my heart monitor, probably trying to make sure I was okay.

“Anyway, how do you feel, Ash?” Mom asked. “Do you feel okay?”

“Better, I guess,” I said. I felt the bandages on my stomach from where Parasite had stabbed me. “I’m surprised I survived, honestly.”

“It was a very close one,” said Irma. “You looked like death itself when your dad brought you in. If not for his intervention, you probably would have died. And it would have been mostly due to your condition.”

“You mean getting stabbed in the stomach wouldn’t have killed me?” I said in disbelief.

Irma nodded seriously. “Oh, yes. Sword wounds can be treated very effectively here at the Clinic. But because we still don’t have a cure for your condition yet, it’s harder to treat that. Much harder.”

I gulped. I hadn’t realized how close to death’s door I’d been. I knew I’d been in pretty bad shape, but Irma made it sound like I would have died if I hadn’t gotten lucky. Maybe there really was someone out there looking after me after all.

“In any case, I need to go inform Professor Hernandez that you are awake,” said Irma. “I’ll also leave you alone with your parents and give you some privacy.”

With that, Irma turned and left, leaving me and my family all by ourselves in the room. That was fine by me, though. I didn’t need Irma awkwardly hovering in the background there while my family and I talked.

As soon as Irma left the room, Dad lowered his head onto his chest. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” I exchanged puzzled looks with Jake before looking back at dad. “Sorry for what?”

“For not protecting you from Parasite,” said Dad. He ran a hand through his hair. “Your mom and I have talked a lot over the past three days. If I hadn’t been so arrogant and gotten myself sprayed with powerless gas, I could have stopped Parasite before he harmed either of you.”

I bit my lower lip uncertainly. “It’s okay, Dad. You did your best. I mean, if you hadn’t sprayed Parasite at the last minute, I would be dead right now.”

“Yeah, Dad,” Jake piped up. “We’re not angry with you at all. You were actually really cool back there, even if Parasite did get the upper hand on you for a while.”

Dad looked up at me and Jake, smiling and clearly trying to hold back tears. “Thanks for the thoughts, kids, but I still feel like I failed.”

“We failed, you mean,” said Mom. She sighed and rubbed her belly. “I wish I could have been there, too. As your parents, we feel like we failed to protect you two properly from Parasite.”

I gulped. “It’s okay. Seriously. You guys did your best. Parasite was just a little cleverer than you. That’s all.”

“Perhaps,” said Dad. He sighed and looked at the ceiling. “And even worse, Parasite is still out there somewhere. If he’s anything like his dad or grandpa, he is going to be back at some point. He’ll probably even be worse, too.”

“Well …” I hesitated. “I’m still expelled from the Academy anyway, right? So even if he comes after me again, he won’t attack the Academy.”

“That is where you are wrong, Ashley,” said a voice from the doorway. “Very wrong.”

I peered around Mom and Dad to see Professor Dean Hernandez standing in the doorway. But he was not alone. Standing just behind him was Night Soldier, of all people, although he was dressed in a suit and tie rather than his normal black tactical gear.

“Dean?” said Dad in surprise as Professor Hernandez and Night Soldier entered. “Roger? What are you two doing here?”

“Irma just called to let me know that Ashley has woken up and is doing better,” said Professor Hernandez, carrying a suitcase in his right hand. “Because Ashley is still my test subject, I had to come to check on her and see how she’s doing myself.”

“Okay,” said Dad, glancing at Night Soldier, “I get why you’re here, but why Roger? I thought he was no longer the Headmaster of the Academy anymore. What’s he doing here?”

Night Soldier smiled. “Because I was given my job back just last night. And rightfully so, I might add.”

“Last night?” Mom said. “But the last Academy Board Meeting was last week.”

“An emergency meeting was called in the wake of the Parasite attack,” said Night Soldier. “Among other things, the Board decided to put me back in charge. They also decided not to expel Ashley, so she can finish her current year at school and come back for next year.”

“Really?” I said, my face breaking into a huge smile. “That’s great news!”

“Yes, it is,” said Professor Hernandez in agreement. He looked at Mom and Dad apologetically. “Do you mind letting us speak to Ashley and Jake alone? There are a few things we want to discuss with them about. Things, I am sure, the administration has already told you two about regarding your children’s future enrollment at the Academy.”

Dad nodded. “Yes, of course. We’ll be out in the waiting room if you need us.”

With that, Mom and Dad left the room, though Mom gave me and Jake a quick kiss before leaving. Once my parents were gone, Professor Hernandez pulled up a stool and sat down the left side of my bed in between me and Jake, while Night Soldier leaned against the wall. They both wore serious expressions on their faces.

I shifted uncomfortably in my bed. “Um … what did you guys want to talk about?”

“Your condition, primarily,” said Professor Hernandez.

“What about my condition?” I said.

Professor Hernandez looked me in the eyes. “I no longer want you to take the Super Pill while you’re at the Academy.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

What?” I said. “But the Super Pill works! The only reason I nearly died three days ago is because Joey stole my Pills and replaced them with fakes.”

“I’m not finished yet,” said Professor Hernandez. “And I know about Joey’s theft. I tested the ‘Pills’ we found in your bag about a day after you ended up here. That’s how I discovered they were fake.”

“I know,” I said. “So if you know they are fake and know that the real ones work, then why did you say that you don’t want me to take them anymore?”

Professor Hernandez’s face broke into an unexpectedly large smile. “It was a joke, Ash. I was saying that just to mess with you.”

I sighed heavily. “Really? You’re trying to troll a teenage girl who almost died? You’re heartless, you know that?”

“I dunno,” said Jake. “I think it was funny. You looked like you really believed it. Even I really believed it. Good job, prof.”

Professor Hernandez chuckled. “All joking aside, here are the real Super Pills. Barney, the Chief of Security, found them on the floor of the Auditorium after Night Soldier took you to the Clinic, apparently dropped by Joey during his battle with your friends. He gave them to me when he realized what they were.”

Professor Hernandez pulled out a small orange plastic bottle full of red pills. He handed me the bottle, which I took as quickly as I could. Observing the bottle from every angle, I said, “Are you sure that these are the real Pills, Professor?”

“I am sure,” said Professor Hernandez. “I performed the same test I did on the fake Pills and they passed.”

I sighed in relief. “When Joey told me that he had swapped out my Pills for fakes, I was worried that he might have destroyed the originals or thrown them out or something. He did show these to me, but I thought they were fake, too.”

“We are lucky indeed that he didn’t do that,” said Professor Hernandez. Then his expression darkened. “I wish we didn’t have to speak about Joey.”

“That traitor?” said Jake. He sat up straight, an angry scowl crossing his face. “I want to talk about how I’m going to kick his butt the next time I see him, which will hopefully be very soon.”

“Don’t count on it,” said Night Soldier, shaking his head. “Joey and Parasite have both completely vanished. The NHA, INJ, and G-Men are working on hunting them down. You need to stay put in the Academy where you belong.”

“But Joey almost killed my sister,” said Jake. He pointed at me. “He lied to us and nearly got the entire school killed as a result. Kicking his butt is the nicest thing I want to do to him.”

“Still, this is a job best left to adults,” said Night Soldier. “Your dad is joining the NHA team assembled to hunt down Parasite and Joey.”

“He is?” I said, looking at the closed door to our room. “I didn’t know that.”

“He didn’t mention it because he didn’t want to worry either of you,” said Night Soldier, shaking his head. “He knows how dangerous Joey and Parasite are. He knows you two would object if he told you.”

“It’s his guilt, I think,” said Professor Hernandez, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Bolt still feels guilty for not protecting you two from Parasite. I’ve seen him act this way before. Hunting down Parasite and Joey and bringing them to justice is his way of dealing with his guilt.”

That made sense. Both Mom and Dad had seemed extremely guilty when we talked to them earlier. I bet Mom would have joined that team, too, if she hadn’t currently been eight months pregnant.

It was nice that Dad wanted to stop Parasite and Joey, but … “I don’t see why the NHA needs a whole team to hunt down two former students. I mean, Parasite is dangerous, I’ll give you that. But Joey, too?”

“Joey wasn’t just one of the Top Six students at the Academy,” said Night Soldier. “He was the Top Student above the other five. Not to mention that he knew the Academy better than some of our teachers. It does mean we will have to pick a replacement for him from Team Justice at some point, probably not until this summer.”

“Even more than that, however, is the fact that Parasite and Joey are not working by themselves,” said Professor Hernandez. “Creating a strike team of elite NHA, INJ, and G-Men agents to hunt down a couple of former students would be overkill under any other circumstances. But Parasite and Joey are not alone. They have an employer.”

“They do?” I said, looking at Professor Hernandez in confusion. “How do you know that?”

“The biggest hint is the powerless gas that Parasite uses,” said Night Soldier. He tapped his Team Watch and a holographic image of a clear bottle of yellow powerless gas appeared before him. “Use of powerless gas was heavily restricted in the United States in the Powerless Gas Act of 2030 five years ago. It’s legal to own, but prohibitively expensive. We know that Parasite is poor, having been an orphan before joining the Academy and then going on the run and becoming homeless for three years. Joey comes from a wealthier background, but there’s no way his family, the Joneses, would be able to afford the amount of powerless gas that Parasite used.”

“As well, we’ve found evidence to suggest that Parasite didn’t just hide himself very well over the last three years,” Professor Hernandez went on. “The G-Men have reason to believe that Parasite may have only returned to the United States recently from abroad.”

“Abroad?” Jake said. “Do you mean he went to another country? Where?”

“The G-Men are still looking into that,” said Night Soldier. “Wherever he was, Parasite was able to remain completely under the radar for over three years. It also explains where he got his costume from because he didn’t take his costume with him when he ran away from the Academy all those years ago.”

“But who would ever support or fund a psycho like that?” I said. “And more importantly, why would someone support Parasite?”

“That is a question none of us have the answer to,” said Night Soldier. He looked at me and Jake with even more seriousness than before. “We are only telling you this to prepare you for the future. It is clear now that Parasite’s attack on the Academy wasn’t just a random attack from a disgruntled ex-student. It was a planned attack, likely put together by someone other than Parasite.”

“Neither of you need to do anything about this right away,” Professor Hernandez said. “Roger simply thinks that it’s better for you two to know than to not.”

“But you must not share any of this with anyone else until we say so,” said Night Soldier. “This is extremely sensitive information, and frankly, I’m not even supposed to be telling you two this. But please keep it to yourselves, at least.”

Jake and I nodded, though I didn’t think Jake really understood why Night Soldier wanted to keep this information under wraps. I did. If the students knew that Parasite and Joey had been funded by someone and that this same someone would likely strike the Academy again … it would not go down well.

“In other news, the Academy will remain open and students will be coming back from Thanksgiving break this Monday,” Night Soldier continued. “You two, however, will stay in the Clinic until Irma releases you. That way, you will be able to go back to your classes on Monday with your classmates.”

Jake groaned. “Dang it. I was hoping to get to go home and play video games while I was recovering.”

“Just be grateful you’re getting any sort of health care at all,” said Night Soldier, though he was smiling when he said that. He pushed himself off the wall. “In any case, I need to return to my office. Just because you students get Thanksgiving break off doesn’t mean that we teachers do. I have a long to-do list and not nearly enough time in which to do it.”

With that, Night Soldier opened the door and was about to leave the room when Irma suddenly appeared carrying a large cardboard box. She pushed her way past a surprised-looking Night Soldier and said, “Ashley Jason, looks like you’ve got a lot of friends.”

“Friends?” I said, looking at the huge cardboard box that Irma carried. “What do you mean? What’s in that box?’

Professor Hernandez rose to try to help Irma carry the box, but she ignored him and put the box on my lap. “Look for yourself, girl. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

Curious, I peered into the box and was shocked to see dozens and dozens of get well soon cards. I picked up the cards and flipped them open briefly, seeing names of students I recognized and students I didn’t recognize. One of the cards was from Courtney, while another was from Barrett, and there was even one from Fadil.

“What the—?” I said, looking at Irma. “Are all these cards for me?”

“Half of them are for you and half are for your brother,” said Irma. “They’ve been accumulating in the office since you ended up here. And more come in every day. I feel like a part-time postmaster rather than a full-time nurse.”

“But … why?” I said, looking at the cards again. “It makes sense that Courtney and Barrett would send me notes, but it looks like half of the school sent me and Jake cards.”

“Everyone heard about the role you two played in defeating Parasite,” said Professor Hernandez, smiling. “I meant to tell you about that. Your reputation among the student body has increased, even outside of Team Justice, although they easily sent the most cards. Everyone thinks that you and your brother are real heroes. Even the negative rumors about your condition haven’t stopped students from sending you get well soon cards.”

I tried not to cry. Really. I did. But it was very hard and took all of my willpower. Seeing the cards from not just my friends, but most of the school hit me emotionally in a way I hadn’t been expecting. It was like a huge burden had just been lifted from my shoulders. Although I didn’t know each and every individual student who sent me a card, I nonetheless felt warm and happy toward them, much happier than I had felt in a long time.

“That’s cool,” said Jake. “I guess the other students are really glad we saved their lives.”

“Of course,” said Professor Hernandez. “And I can confirm that most of the teachers are grateful, too. Even the Fashionista, though don’t ask her about it because she will never admit it.”

I chuckled. “That’s all right. I’m just happy that everyone is safe.”

Irma nodded, but then started and began digging around in her pockets. “Oh! I almost forgot. Someone wants to talk to you, a girl named Cora. I told her you weren’t conscious, but now that you are, here’s your phone back.”

Irma took my phone out of her pocket and handed it to me. I glanced at my phone’s recent calls and saw that I had dozens of missed calls from Cora, plus quite a few worried texts that said things like ‘ASHLEY, YOU OKAY?’ and ‘TEXT ME IF YOU ARE STILL ALIVE,’ among other calm, reasonable messages.

“She’s been calling me every day trying to find out if you are okay,” said Irma. “A friend of yours?”

I smiled. “One of them, yeah. Can I talk to her in private, though? Out in the hallway?”

“Sure,” said Irma. “We’ll give y’all all the time you need. Think you can stand?”

“I think so,” I said, “though I might need help getting out of bed.”

Irma nodded. She helped me out of bed and into the hallway. As it turned out, I could stand and walk on my own, though my legs felt weaker than usual. That was probably due to having spent three days unconscious in bed. I’d recover overtime.

Once Irma went back into my room to give me privacy, I pulled out my phone and immediately dialed Cora’s number. Hopefully she had Thanksgiving break off, too.

But the phone barely rang even once before Cora’s voice blared from the phone, “Ashley! Are you all right? I’ve been trying to call you for days. I saw the news about Parasite’s attack on the Academy on Neo Ranks but they didn’t have any updates on your health. The article I read just said you were involved, but—”

“Cora, I’m fine,” I said, smiling slightly when I heard Cora’s familiar voice. “I survived. I’ve just spent the last three days at the Academy’s clinic resting and healing, but I’ll be okay. Nurse says I’m going to make a full recovery.”

Cora sighed in relief over the phone. “Whew. That’s good to hear. You’ll have to give me the full story next time we see each other. I’ve read, like, a million articles about what happened and even more rumors on social media. Was there actually a giant robot that attacked the Academy?”

I chuckled. “I’ll tell you later. I need to go back to bed soon, but I promise I’ll tell you everything after I get better. Or maybe when I head home during Christmas break.”

“All right,” said Cora reluctantly. “I guess I can wait that long. What about your classmates? How do they feel about all of this?”

“Not sure yet,” I said, scratching the back of my head, “but I got an entire box full of get well cards from my classmates, both my friends and the ones I don’t even know. So obviously, they’re—”

“Friends?” Cora interrupted me. “Did mine ears deceive me, or did Ashley ‘I don’t need any friends’ Jason just say that she had not just one friend, but multiple?”

I smiled sheepishly when Cora said that. “I mean, yeah, I do. Just a couple, though. And they’re cool. You’ll have to meet them sometime.”

“I know, Ash,” said Cora with a laugh. “I was just giving you a hard time. But really, I’m happy for you. Not just that you survived, but that you now have actual friends other than me. Hard to believe, of course, but I’m glad you took my advice.”

“Don’t I always?” I said. “But yeah. The students at the Academy are nicer than I thought, so—”

“Keep making friends,” Cora said, practically ordered. “The more friends you have, the better off you’ll be. Trust me on that. I have a ton of friends and my life’s never been better.”

I smiled again. “Okay, Cora. I’ll keep making friends.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Cora. “All right, then. My mom and I are doing some last-minute Thanksgiving shopping at the moment, so I’m gonna have to let you go. We’ll talk again tomorrow, though, okay?”

“Sure thing, Cora. Sure thing.”

With that, I ended my call with Cora and slipped my phone into my pocket and went back into my room, feeling like things might end up working out for me after all.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

So that was a lot more than my first day at school. It was my first three months, with all of the ups and downs involved. I didn’t omit too much, other than some boring details like going to the bathroom and the like. The rest of my first year after that was pretty calm, with very little to write about other than passing my end-of-year first-year tests, meaning I’m going to enter my second year at the Academy next year.

Looking back, that was a pivotal moment in my life. Receiving all of those nice letters and cards from everyone—which I spent hours reading with Jake afterward—changed my perspective on the Academy and the superhuman community in general. It showed me that there were people I could trust, people who wouldn’t abandon me just because of my condition. Courtney and Barrett, in particular, blew those fears of mine out of the water entirely.

But it wasn’t all sunshine and roses. I learned an important lesson during that time, too: Some people wanted me dead. The life of a superhero was innately dangerous. And some people you thought you could trust, that you thought were you friends, were the exact opposite.

Still, those were some of the most important three months of my life and I would never trade them for anything even nowadays. They helped me grow and defined the course of my life afterward. And I’m not sure I would have noticed if I hadn’t started this journal and reflected on my experiences, both as a person and as a superhero.

A superhero? Sure. At this point, I still wasn’t as sold on the idea of being a superhero as Jake was, but after defeating Parasite and receiving so much support from the Academy, it made me realize that I might be more suited for that job than I thought. Professor Hernandez told me about the Superhero Apprenticeship Program, a program that pairs up students with actual superheroes to apprentice under them, not long after, which I applied to. Why not? It was a chance to get some real-world experience on what it was like to be a superhero. It would prepare me for the next time I fought Parasite. And I would fight him again at some point. Somehow, I knew that even if I didn’t know when.

I would like to say that that is where my story ends, but of course, life isn’t a story. There are no happily ever afters in life. There are only ‘to be continues,’ which can be both a good thing and a bad thing. I don’t know what my second year at the Academy has in store for me, but after dealing with Parasite, I think I can handle it.

And I’m going to be journaling it all, regardless of what happens to me.

Ashley Jason, Silvers, Texas, 2036.
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