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CHAPTER ONE


Monday, September 1st, 2036, 12:02 AM … 
I thought I woke up tonight to calm down my crying baby brother. Turned out I actually woke up to protect him from the crazy anti-superhuman murderer in the window. Life is like that sometimes.
Let me back up a bit. My name is Ashley Jason. As of yesterday—August 31st—I am seventeen-years-old and am going to be starting my second-year at the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans tomorrow (and yes, the Academy was named after my late grandfather, the famous superhero named Genius).
I’m also dying of an incurable genetic disorder that affects one in a million superhumans, but that’s not relevant at the moment. I’m taking medicine to treat it, but I’m not sure there is any medicine you can take to treat getting murdered by a crazy person who hates your guts.
It started at midnight the night of my seventeenth birthday, as I said. Being the early bird that I was, I had already turned into bed long before the rest of my family. It helped that I was dead tired. My seventeenth birthday had been full of excitement, starting with a family visit to a local amusement park, then a birthday party with just me, my family, and my best friend Cora, and finishing off with a trip to see the newest superhero blockbuster movie that recently came out. I could never enjoy these movies when I watched them with Dad, though. Dad was a superhero and he would always complain and nitpick about the inaccuracies in these kinds of movies, especially if they were made by normals.
I managed to enjoy it well enough, though. Bronze Man 3 might not have been a one hundred percent accurate depiction of what life was really like for superheroes nowadays, but it was still a fun action romp. I also learned that one of my teachers—Anna Barrington, or as she is known, the Fashionista—apparently designed the costumes for the movie when I saw her name in the credits. That surprised me, even though I knew that the Fashionista had worked in Hollywood before becoming a real superhero.
So anyway, that night I slept soundly in my bed in my room with the door and windows closed. I didn’t bother to lock either of them. Silvers, Texas was a typical small town where everyone pretty much knew everyone else. Crime wasn’t too high and the worst crime you ever heard of was someone stealing tools from someone’s shed. In all of my seventeen years of living here, no one had ever broken into our house, so I never had reason to suspect that someone would try something that stupid.
I say ‘stupid’ because my parents—Kevin and Emily Jason, better known as the superheroes Bolt and Blizzard—are two of the most well-known supers in the country. Every person in Silvers knew who my parents were and exactly what they could do. Also, my younger brother, Jake, and I were both strong supers in our own right, even if we weren’t quite as powerful as our parents yet.
You’d have to be a complete idiot to try to break into our house when all four of us are home at the same time. Unless you happened to be packing enough powerless gas to take out a whole family of supers, something which this crazed murderer apparently—
I’m getting ahead of myself again. Where was I? Oh, yes. Getting woken up by my baby brother, Ronny, who slept in his own room on the second floor of our house that happened to be adjacent to mine.
I loved Ronny. Really, I did. Ronald Theodore Jason was my nine-month-old younger brother. Little Ronny came into the world on December 25th, 2035, making him a Christmas baby. That was probably why Mom dressed him almost exclusively in red and green baby clothes, had painted the walls of his room those colors, and even found red and green diapers for him. Don’t ask me where. Mom could be so weird sometimes.
But, however happy I was that I had another little brother, it was kind of ruined by the fact that Ronny cried. A lot.
I knew babies cried, but I’d never seen a baby cry as much as Ronny. He practically came out of Mom screaming and never seemed to let up except during nap time. You’d think Ronny would sleep at night, but if anything, his crying seemed to get worse. Or maybe it was just because I was so exhausted that his crying only seemed worse, I don’t know. I swear Jake didn’t cry this much when he was a baby, even though I can barely remember what he was like as a baby. I definitely didn’t, either, no matter how many times Dad insisted I was a huge crier as a baby, to the point where he joked that crying was my superpower.
So when I heard Ronny crying, I just had to get up and calm him down. Yes, I know it was technically my parents’ job to check on Ronny when he was upset, but my parents’ room was on the first floor of the house while my room and Ronny’s room were on the second. Thus, it was usually quicker for me to check on little Ronny at night than it was for them, even taking my dad’s super-speed into consideration. Thus, Mom and I had taken turns checking on baby Ronny all summer long, with Dad occasionally showing Mom mercy and sacrificing his sleep to give her a chance to catch up on her rest some nights.
Jake, naturally, never helped. He always claimed that he was just a really sound sleeper and never heard Ronny, but frankly, I think he just didn’t want to have to help change diapers or lose sleep over a baby. It was annoying, but I knew from experience that trying to get Jake to help with Ronny was a losing proposition. So it was almost always quicker to check on Ronny myself than to try to get Jake to do it, even though his room was just across the hall from mine.
That didn’t leave me in a very good mood, though, when I tossed my blankets off my legs and stood up from my bed. Especially when I realized that Dad must have accidentally turned the air conditioning off or something. It was so hot in my room that I could feel sweat making my old Pink Pony t-shirt stick to my back. Gross. Maybe that was why Ronny was crying.
Regardless, I slipped on my bunny slippers and shuffled down the dark hallway to Ronny’s room. I didn’t bother to turn on any of the lights because Ronny’s room was right next door to mine. Plus, I didn’t want to blind myself, which would put me in an even worse mood than before. In hindsight, though, turning on the lights might have saved me a world of trouble later on.
Anyway, I opened the door to Ronny’s room. That made Ronny’s cries—which had been slightly muted by the walls and door of his room—even louder. I cringed at Ronny’s cries but still entered the room anyway, leaving the door open behind me as I stepped inside.
As I thought, Ronny’s room was just as hot as mine. Poor Ronny lay in his crib crying his head off. By the softly glowing night light next to his crib, I could see that his cute baby face was an ugly red, with tears flooding down his face. He also had a long dribble of snot running down from his nostrils to his chin, but fortunately, I didn’t smell any dirty diapers. If I had, I probably would have started crying, too.
I rubbed my eyes and, walking up to Ronny’s crib, said, in the gentlest voice I could muster on four hours of sleep, “Hey, bro, it’s okay. Big sister is here. It’s fine.”
Ronny, of course, kept crying. Whether it was because he still hadn’t mastered the English language or because he was a literal crybaby, I wasn’t sure. I just knew that I would need to pick him up if I wanted to get him to stop crying.
Sighing, I scooped up Ronny in my arms and began rocking him back and forth, saying, “There, there. It’s okay. Just go to sleep … please stop crying … I need to sleep, too …”
To my surprise, Ronny stopped screaming. His face was still red and his nose was still dribbling snot, but he seemed a lot less upset. That was a veritable miracle. It used to take hours to make Ronny stop crying once he started. Admittedly, he still wasn’t asleep, but at least he wasn’t crying anymore. Maybe he would go to sleep if I rocked him for a few minutes.
First things first, though. I walked over to the dresser next to his crib, grabbed a baby wipe, and began wiping the snot from his nose. Ronny, as usual, didn’t like it when I wiped his nose, trying to turn his head and face away from me so I couldn’t do it.
“Come on, Ronny,” I said, trying—and probably failing—to hide the frustration in my voice. “If I can handle getting up in the middle of the night before my first day of school, then you can tolerate having your nose—”
A loud crack at the window interrupted me. I looked over my shoulder, wondering what had created that noise when something small and round smashed through Ronny’s window and landed on the floor between me and the door. Turning around to look at it, I could barely make out what the object was, other than it was small, round, and appeared to be made out of metal. A red light blinked on top it, bright in the darkness of Ronny’s room.
Then, without warning, the ball let loose a high whining sound and exploded. A huge cloud of powerless gas suddenly filled Ronny’s room, causing me to hack and gasp as the gas entered my lungs. Ronny, of course, immediately started crying, though I couldn’t blame him. The sticky, stinky gas stung my eyes, making them water and making it hard for me to see, especially in the darkness of the room. Couldn’t imagine what it must have felt like for poor Ronny.
“What the—?” I said as Ronny screamed in my arms. “Powerless gas—? Who—?”
Without warning, someone smashed through what remained of Ronny’s window and hit the floor at a roll. The figure rose to his feet and, pulling out a gun, quickly swept it across the room, though he came to a stop when he saw me and Ronny standing beside Ronny’s crib.
Ronny’s night light let me see that he was a man in black tactical gear. Leather bulletproof armor covered his chest, arms, and legs, while his face was hidden behind a large helmet with a silver faceplate. Red lights gleamed from either side of his faceplate, making them look almost like demonic eyes. On his right shoulder, a symbol of what looked like Earth with a human ring formed around it could be seen, though I didn’t recognize it.
The gunman looked as shocked to see me as I was to see him. He lowered his gun and said, in a slightly muffled voice, “Huh? What are you doing here? I was told only the baby was in this room.”
“I’m his older sister,” I said, bringing Ronny closer to my chest. “I should be asking who you are because I’m pretty sure this isn’t your room.”
The gunmen continued to look surprised to see me, but he shook his head and raised his gun again. “Never mind. My orders were to kill the baby, but if I have to kill a mutant freak like you, too, then so be it. Tell me, freak, are you ready to die tonight?”
“Mutant freak?” I said. “That’s not a very nice thing to say.”
The gunman chuckled. “You supers are all the same. You destroy our cities and kill our people but then lecture us on politeness. The world needs to be cleansed of your kind.”
“What the heck are you talking about?” I said. “And who are you?”
The gunman, however, fired his gun at me twice. The only reason he missed was probably due to the darkness of the room and the thick powerless gas messing with his aim. I did jump out of the way, but my reflexes weren’t that fast and I accidentally tripped over my own feet. I landed on my back on the floor, still holding a crying Ronny, who I had managed to avoid dropping.
Gasping hard and blinking back the tears, I looked up in time to see the gunman standing over me, his gun aimed at my face.
“Who am I, freak?” said the gunman. “I’m one of the Guardians of Humanity. And I am going to protect humanity from you.”




CHAPTER TWO


I couldn’t dodge. Not with Ronny in my arms, anyway, and especially not with this Guardian guy’s gun pointing at my face. The powerless gas didn’t help. It stung my eyes. It didn’t make me feel any weaker than normal—which was odd, given how that was one of the normal effects that powerless gas had on me—but I had no time to speculate about that with death staring me right in the face. 
The Guardian’s index finger pulled down the trigger and I did the only thing I knew how: I activated my powers.
Now, normally that would be impossible. Powerless gas, as you might have guessed from the name, was a special kind of gas that took away a superhuman’s powers. It was easily the deadliest weapon known to superhuman kind because it took away the ‘super’ in our name and just made us humans. It might have also been the source of my condition that was slowly killing me, but that didn’t matter.
That was why I was shocked when a hard light barrier appeared between my face and the gun. Thus, when the Guardian pulled the trigger on his gun, the bullet ricocheted off the barrier and into his right leg.
The Guardian howled in pain and staggered backward from the blow. He clutched his now-bleeding leg, cursing a hundred curses under his breath a minute. He cursed so much that I didn’t even recognize half of the curses he used.
I just knew that I had somehow managed to use my powers despite being stuck in a room full of powerless gas. That was, according to all known scientific knowledge, supposed to be impossible. It was a miracle, in other words. And that was with a weaker-than-usual barrier because I didn’t have much light to work with in here other than Ronny’s night light.
“Freaking stupid cheap powerless gas,” the Guardian said, clutching his bleeding leg. “I knew we should have bought the better stuff. Overkill is such a cheapskate. Next time I see him, we’re gonna have a long talk about quality control.”
I didn’t really understand anything the Guardian just said, though that was mostly because I was still in shock over neatly getting shot to death in my own home. Ronny’s crying, however, instantly snapped me out of my shock, which was when I noticed that the door to his room was still open.
Without hesitation, I jumped to my feet, Ronny in my arms, and dashed toward the door. Wasn’t sure why no one else in my family had awakened yet, but I didn’t care. If I could just get Ronny and me out of the room, then—
The Guardian suddenly appeared in my way and slammed the door closed, forcing me to come to an abrupt stop. I almost fell over thanks to Ronny’s weight, but caught myself at the last second and backed away from the Guardian as he locked the door.
“You’re not getting away that easily, freak,” said the Guardian, turning to face me. His leg was still bleeding, though I noticed he had wrapped a bandage around it to staunch the blood flow. “The cheap powerless gas might not have taken away your powers, but I can still kill you. It’s just going to require slightly more effort on my part.”
Without saying anything, I ran toward the broken window. Jumping out of Ronny’s window on the second floor at night was risky, but our chances of surviving the fall from such a height were a million times higher than surviving a fight with a guy who seemed to specialize in killing supers. Besides, my powers still worked. I could create steps or a slide or something that Ronny and I could use to get to the ground safely.
Right before I could jump out the window, however, a large metallic tentacle whipped out toward us. I had to duck, almost drop to the floor entirely, to avoid the tentacle, which smashed apart what little was left of Ronny’s window after the Guardian broke through. Pieces of glass pelted Ronny and me, but I still looked up to see what had tried to grab us.
A robot hovered just beyond the window. It looked like a drone, except with swirling metallic tentacles extending from its underside. Like the Guardian, it had blinking red lights as its ‘eyes,’ making it look creepy in the night. It would have looked a lot creepier, however, if the full moon had not been out, which was the main reason I could see it at all.
A harsh laugh behind me made me look over my shoulder. The Guardian still stood in front of the door, where he watched me and Ronny with apparent amusement.
“Knew you’d try something like that,” said the Guardian. “This entire fight has been just like something from the ComSim, aside from me getting shot by my own gun. Other than that, it’s played out exactly the way Bloodbath said it would.”
“What, did you really need to train to murder a teenage girl and a baby?” I said. “You do realize how pathetic that makes you sound, right?”
“You’re not ‘just’ a teenage girl and that baby isn’t even remotely innocent,” said the Guardian. He pointed at me. “You two are mutants whose mere existence poses a threat to humanity’s progress and flourishing. If it wasn’t for you supers, humanity would have reached the stars already and wouldn’t constantly be teetering on the edge of apocalypse.”
“What in the heck are you talking about?” I said. I held Ronny closer. “How does the existence of a freaking baby threaten humanity’s progress?”
“You wouldn’t understand,” said the Guardian, shaking his head. “For over fifty years now, your kind has wrought untold destruction on mankind. Cities have been destroyed and whole towns have been wiped out by the actions of your people. No more. Humans will rise up against our ‘superior’ oppressors. The day of reckoning is so close I can practically taste it.”
I gulped and rose to my feet, though slowly and carefully so the Guardian wouldn’t think I was trying anything. Ronny, of course, was still crying, but I couldn’t comfort him right now. “Uh-huh. And how does a baby ‘oppress’ a grown man like you?”
“Again, you don’t understand,” said the Guardian. “The baby isn’t just a baby. One day, that baby will become powerful enough to destroy the whole world. That is what Overkill says.”
I looked at the screaming, crying Ronny in my arms in bewilderment. “Destroy the world? Babies can be messy, but I’m pretty sure Ronny can only destroy the toys Mom and Dad keep giving him.”
“Make light of my words as much as you want,” said the Guardian. “Every word I’ve spoken is true. The day of reckoning for your kind is soon. And that day will be ushered in by that baby’s blood.”
I held Ronny closer to my chest than ever. “Even if you killed Ronny—which I won’t let you do in a million years—I fail to see how that will somehow destroy every super in the world.”
The Guardian chuckled. “It won’t. But do you know what will? Killing off all young supers. Starting with you and your annoying baby brother.”
The Guardian raised his gun and fired. I summoned a light barrier in front of me, deflecting the bullet, though this time the Guardian dived out of the way to avoid his own bullet ricocheting into him.
Meanwhile, his drone launched its tentacles into the room again, trying to wrap them around me. I summoned my light hammer, however, and swatted the tentacles aside while holding Ronny with one hand. It was tough going, however, because the drone’s tentacles kept coming at me. I wondered if this was what fighting an octopus was like.
The sound of a gun being cocked behind me made my instincts jump into full gear. I leaped to the side at the last minute just in time to avoid the Guardian’s next bullet. The bullet struck his drone, knocking out one of the lights, though it didn’t seem to cause the drone any permanent damage. It did cause the drone to retreat slightly, perhaps to get out of the Guardians’ line of sight.
Not that I could celebrate that achievement, however. The Guardian, apparently out of bullets, tossed his gun aside and pulled a huge, jagged knife from his belt. He slashed at me viciously, forcing me to back up until I hit the wall of Ronny’s room. Then I ducked to avoid a slash from his knife, which tore a jagged hole in the sheetrock and completely ruined Ronny’s Christmas wallpaper.
Rising to my full height again, I raised my hammer and blocked the Guardian’s next strike. The Guardian, however, grabbed my wrist and twisted. Pain exploded from my wrist, shattering my concentration and making my hammer vanish from existence.
The Guardian yanked my twisted arm up, forcing me to bring Ronny closer to my body to avoid dropping him. I looked up into the Guardian’s smooth faceplate and saw my and Ronny’s terrified faces reflected in it.
“Cheap Russian powerless gas might not hurt you,” said the Guardian, raising his knife above his head, “but even super brats can’t survive getting their hearts stabbed.”
Dang it. There was nothing I could do. Between having to carry Ronny in one arm and the Guardian’s tight grip on my free arm, I was entirely defenseless. Whoever this Guardian guy was, he was definitely a good fighter.
The door to Ronny’s room suddenly slammed open just then. Something swift and quick zipped inside and stole the Guardian’s knife right from his hands.
“What the—?” said the Guardian, looking at his bare hand. “What was—”
“Hey, faceless dude!” said a familiar bratty voice behind him. “This yours?”
The Guardian looked over his shoulder. I also looked around him to see who it was.
A fourteen-year-old boy, wearing a ratty basketball t-shirt and race car pajama pants, was leaning against Ronny’s crib on the other side of the room. He held the Guardian’s knife in one hand as if he had found it on the street while minding his own business. His messy brown hair made him look wild, but I couldn’t help but smile when I saw him.
“Jake!” I said in relief. “I’ve never been happier to see you in my life.”
Jake shrugged. “What can I say? I like making appearances at the last possible minute.”
“Jake?” said the Guardian. “As in, Jake Jason, the son of Bolt?”
“That’s right, though I usually go by Zip nowadays,” said Jake. He flipped the knife in the air and caught it by the handle. “And your name is Frank ‘I like getting beaten up by teenage boys who are protective of their older sisters and younger brothers’ Stupid, right?”
“What the—?” said the Guardian again. “That isn’t my—”
Jake zoomed forward, kicked the Guardian in the knees and groin about a dozen times by my count, and zipped back to Ronny’s crib. He even managed to catch the knife he had thrown into the air before it hit the floor, too. Show off.
But his assault did cause the Guardian to let go of me. The Guardian let go of my arm and practically collapsed onto his hands and knees. I backed away toward the corner, trying to put as much distance between me and the Guardian as I could in the limited space of Ronny’s room.
“So, Mr. Stupid,” said Jake as he continued to flip the knife, “what are you going to change your name to now? I think ‘got kicked in the groin by a kid’ would be a good middle name for a guy like you.”
The Guardian snarled but didn’t stand up. “Arrogant mutant. My drone will—”
The sound of metal getting torn in half suddenly came from the window. One of the drone’s tentacles suddenly flew through the window and slapped into the Guardian’s face, the impact nearly knocking him down again.
“Huh?” said the Guardian, looking at the tentacle. “Wait a minute, this looks like—”
“One of your toy’s parts?” said Jake. He grinned. “Yeah, Dad’s been known to play rough sometimes.”
The Guardian looked at Jake in horror. “Dad? You don’t mean—”
Without warning, a man wearing a white sleeveless shirt and camo pajama pants flew into the room. He hovered in the air for a second, his hands crackling with red electricity, before landing softly on the carpeted floor amid the glass from the shattered window.
It was Dad. And even without his trademark superhero costume, he looked ready to kick some bad guy butt.
“Hi, there,” said Dad casually as red sparks shot off his fingers. “I heard you were trying to murder all three of my children with that toy of yours out there. You really should invest in higher quality toys, though. Yours break way too easily.”
As if to emphasize his point, Dad tossed the half of the drone he was carrying. It landed with a loud thunk on the floor of Ronny’s room. The Guardian stared at it in pure terror. He seemed to realize, for the first time tonight, that he was well and truly screwed.
“Now, we can do this two ways,” said Dad as he cracked his knuckles. “One, you give up now and I only break your legs to make a point. Two, you don’t give up and I break every bone in your body and give my kids a chance to break some, too, since I’m such a good dad like that. I’ll let you choose because it’s your funeral either way.”
The Guardian didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to. He just stood up and made a mad dash for the open doorway. Both Jake and I made moves to stop him, but Dad held up a hand and said, “Let him go.”
“What?” I said, looking at Dad in confusion. “But he tried to kill me and Ronny. Why are you letting him go?”
Dad smiled, which actually looked kind of creepy. “He won’t get far.”
Before I could ask him how he knew that, the Guardian disappeared through the open doorway … and then a powerful blast of snow and cold wind blasted through the hallway into the room. The small blizzard caused the temperature in the room to drop from sweltering to freezing, making me, Jake, and Ronny shiver, though Dad looked comfortable.
The blizzard ended quickly, however, allowing us to see the Guardian standing in the doorway again. Thinking he’d come back to fight us, I raised my hand, only for Dad to say, “Wait. Watch.”
I had no idea what Dad meant, however, until the Guardian tipped forward like a statue and crashed into the floor. That was when I realized: He was frozen solid from head to toe, which was why he had fallen over.
A middle-aged, dark-haired woman stepped into the room. Like the rest of us, she was in pajamas, hers being a pretty blue silk nightgown that was a lot nicer than anything we wore. She looked almost like an older version of me, except for her eyes, which were a cold ice-blue, though I wasn’t afraid of her.
Mom, the woman who had entered the room, looked down at the frozen Guardian in disgust. “No one touches my children and lives. No one.”
I breathed hard. Although I was glad that the Guardian was defeated, I had to admit that I was still in shock.
Something told me that this was going to be a very long night.




CHAPTER THREE


After Mom defeated the Guardian, Dad called the police, who immediately came to take the frozen Guardian away. As it turned out, Mom hadn’t actually killed the Guardian. She had simply frozen him solid, so when the police arrived, she unfroze him and let the police haul him off to jail. 
The Guardian didn’t even try to fight back. He let the police officers take all of his weapons and equipment and armor off of him. He actually looked relieved when they put him in the back of the squad car and drove him off to jail. Couldn’t blame him. He had really only survived his encounter with us because my family isn’t very bloodthirsty or cruel.
The police talked with us for a while, interviewing each of us in turn. They interviewed me longer than the rest of my family, however, because I was the first person to encounter this Guardian guy and knew more about him than my parents or Jake. I didn’t mind it, honestly. Despite still being in shock, I wanted to help the police however I could, so I told them everything that the Guardian said to me. It was surprising how much I remembered. Guess I must have been paying better attention than I thought.
Once the police finished interviewing us, they left, taking the Guardian, his weapons, equipment, and pretty much every other bit of evidence they could find with them. The only thing they left was the Guardian’s helmet, which Dad insisted on taking, although I didn’t know why. It was an ugly thing, made even more so by the cracks created by Mom’s freezing it. I guess Dad just wanted a war trophy or something.
In any case, we didn’t go back to sleep, as you can imagine. Instead, we gathered in the kitchen, where Mom began preparing tea and coffee for everyone. Mom had a habit of making tea and coffee to help people calm down after a dangerous event like this. I also noticed that Dad turned down the air conditioning, bringing the house down to a much cooler and more manageable temperature.
Even as I sat at my spot at the table with a cold cup of iced tea in my hands, I still didn’t feel like I could relax. Neither could Jake, apparently, because he was walking back and forth in the kitchen, his own iced tea in his hand, though he barely drank from it. Only baby Ronny seemed at peace in the world. He had stopped crying when Mom defeated the Guardian and now lay quietly in her arms, sleeping as peacefully as if all was well in the world. I had to admit I was a little jealous that Ronny could go to sleep so easily after tonight. It made me wish I could do that, though I knew I couldn’t.
Dad sat down at his usual spot at the table and looked at me, a steaming cup of black coffee in his hand. “Are you sure you don’t need to go to the ER?”
“I’m sure, Dad,” I said. I rubbed my wrist. “That guy didn’t really hurt me that badly. Honestly, I think he wasn’t expecting me to be there, which is probably the only reason he didn’t kill me right away.”
“That, and the cheap Russian powerless gas he used,” said Mom, sitting at the other end of the table, gently rocking Ronny in her arms. “The Guardians usually use higher quality gas.”
I summoned a small light pyramid in my hand, which began to rotate. “Is that why I was able to use my powers even after inhaling the powerless gas?”
“Probably,” said Dad with a nod. “If it had been the expensive stuff, you wouldn’t have even been able to breathe. As it was, he obviously cheapened out, which turned out to be a very expensive mistake in the long run, as those types of mistakes tend to be.”
“That’s what I don’t get,” said Jake, coming to a stop and looking at Dad. “I thought all powerless gas was equally bad for superhumans. But you’re telling us that some gas is worse than others?”
Dad shifted in his chair. “Sure. I’m surprised you two don’t know this. Don’t they teach you this stuff at school?”
“They do,” I said. I nodded at Jake. “Jake just wasn’t paying attention in Powers class. As usual.”
Jake pouted and folded his arms in front of his chest. “It’s not my fault Professor Dane is boring. He could be telling us about how he saved the world from an alien invasion and I’d still sleep through it.”
“Regardless, not all powerless gas is equal,” said Dad. “And frankly, most powerless gas nowadays isn’t nearly as dangerous as the natural kind was back in my day. It can still kill you, though, if you’re not careful.”
I nodded. Powerless gas had originally come from an alien race known as the Pokacu, who had unsuccessfully tried to invade Earth twice in the past. After their failed second invasion, a ton of their powerless gas had ended up on Earth in different countries all over the world. By reverse-engineering ‘natural’ powerless gas, normal scientists were able to manufacture artificial powerless gas. Which turned out to be necessary because the amount of natural powerless gas in the world had run out pretty quickly, though I heard that the natural stuff could still be purchased for a price from the right people if you knew where to look.
I knew all of this because it was covered in our History class in the Academy last summer when we were studying the First and Second Pokacu Invasions of Earth. Powers and Combat class also covered the topic, but History was where we went really in-depth about it. That was also why History was turning into my favorite class in the Academy, next to the Neogenetics course, of course. Superhuman history turned out to be a very interesting subject, and we only covered American Superhuman History in the first-year. Apparently, we were going to learn more about foreign superhuman history in other countries going into second-year, or so our teacher told us, anyway.
“Okay,” said Jake, “but that still doesn’t explain who that guy was or why he wanted to kill us.”
“He said he was with the ‘Guardians of Humanity,’ ” I said. “I’ve heard of them before. They’re an anti-superhuman group that believes normals and supers can’t live in peace, so they try to kill as many superhumans as possible. He’s the first Guardian I’ve ever met, though.”
Dad nodded grimly. “That’s a good summary of the group. I guess they are teaching you stuff in the Academy after all.”
“But why did they choose to attack us now?” said Jake, scratching the back of his head. “We’ve lived in Silvers for over sixteen years now. Everyone knows we’re here. What took them so long to attack us?”
I looked at little Ronny, who still lay asleep in Mom’s arms. “He was after Ronny. He only tried to kill me because I was in the way. If I hadn’t been there, I don’t think he would have tried to kill me or any of us.”
“I agree,” said Dad with a nod. He sniffled. “He did fill our rooms with cheap powerless gas, which is why it took us so long to help you. But I agree. He only planned to kill Ronny, which is why the Guardians only sent one. They would have sent much more if they were trying to kill us all.”
“How do you know the Guardians sent him?” Jake questioned. “What if he was acting independently?”
“He was definitely sent by someone to kill Ronny,” I said. “He said that someone named Overkill sent him to take out Ronny.”
“Overkill?” said Dad, looking at me so abruptly that he nearly spilled his coffee cup. “Are you sure he said Overkill sent him?”
“Yeah,” I said, looking at Dad in confusion. “Why? Do you know him?”
“You could say that,” said Dad. He sipped his coffee and grimaced, though probably not at the taste. “Overkill came after me about a year after you were born. I’m one of the few supers who he’s never successfully killed, and there’s only three of us. If this guy got personal orders from Overkill … then it’s a miracle any of us are still alive.”
Jake smirked. “Come on, Dad. It sounds like these Guardians are just a bunch of normals. ‘Course, they’re normals with powerless gas, but still. You saw how screwed that Guardian guy became when we came to Ashley’s rescue. If his fellow Guardians are anything like that, they can’t be that big of a threat.”
Dad lowered his coffee cup slowly and deliberately. He looked like he was trying not to lose his temper with Jake, though I noticed his hand shake anyway. “The Guardians may be normals, but they are anything but normal. Let me show you.”
Dad pulled up the Guardian’s helmet and placed it in the middle of the dining room table for us all to see. The cracks on the helmet were even more obvious under the lights on the ceiling than they were in Ronny’s room. The cracks made the helmet look like it was smiling, which was really creepy.
“Honey, do you have to put that thing on the kitchen table?” said Mom, grimacing at the helmet. “It’s so ugly.”
“I know, dear,” said Dad, “but I need to show Ashley and Jake why the Guardians need to be taken seriously.”
“I’m kind of with Mom on this,” I said, pulling away from the helmet. “I’ve already seen that helmet up close. It’s not like I don’t know what it looks like.”
“Look closer,” said Dad, tapping the side of the helmet. “Tell me what you see. Both of you.”
Curious, Jake and I both leaned over more closely to get a better look at the side of the helmet. Squinting my eyes, I saw three strokes carved into the side of the helmet, which did not look particularly recent.
“I see three scratches,” I said. I looked at Dad. “And they don’t look like we made them.”
“That’s because we didn’t,” said Dad grimly. “They’re his high score.”
“High score?” said Jake. “What’s he keeping score of? Basketball games?”
Dad shook his head. “Kills. Each scratch represents another superhuman who he has personally killed.”
I immediately pulled away from the helmet, staring at it in horror. Jake also looked at the helmet uncomfortably, but he didn’t pull away. He actually leaned in even closer and said, “So if this guy’s helmet has three scratches on it, then that means he’s murdered three supers, right?”
“Yes,” said Dad. “A common practice among the Guardians of Humanity is to carve a niche in their helmet for every super they kill. Among the Guardians, the more scratches you have on your helmet, the more respect you get from your peers. It’s proof that you are a real threat to supers and can hold your own against them in a fight.”
I put my hand over my mouth in horror. “So I’m not the first super he’s ever tried to kill.”
“Far from it,” said Dad. “Although you are probably the first to survive an attempt from him.”
Jake bit his lower lip. “Three sounds like a lot, but it seems on the low end of things.”
“It is fairly low for a Guardian, I agree,” said Dad. “The average for a Guardian is actually closer to ten.”
“Ten?” Jake repeated in horror. “You mean there’s an entire group of Guardians going around slaughtering supers like cows?”
Dad held up his hands. “It’s not as bad as it sounds, but yes, the Guardians are bad. They’ve been around long enough to have developed all kinds of skills, strategies, and weapons for dealing with supers. Their preferred weapon is obviously powerless gas, but it’s far from their only one. And Overkill, last I heard, is responsible for thirty-nine superhuman deaths in the US, Mexico, and Canada alone.”
I gulped. “How many Guardians are there, exactly? Do we know?”
Dad shook his head and lowered his hands onto his lap. “No one knows the exact number of Guardians in the world. They’re a secretive group and keep a tight lid on their member numbers. The official estimate put out by the FBI last year was that the Guardians currently number a thousand in the US, with a couple thousand more scattered around the world in other countries. I think they’re underestimating the numbers, though. I wouldn’t be surprised there were as many as ten thousand Guardians in the US alone.”
“And this guy—who would have killed me if I hadn’t gotten lucky—was a noob, basically,” I said. I looked at the checkered tablecloth in horror. “Dang.”
“But I still don’t understand why they wanted to kill Ronny,” said Jake, glancing at his baby brother. “I could understand going after Mom or Dad or, heck, even Ashley and me. But Ronny is a baby. He doesn’t even have any superpowers yet and won’t for at least thirteen years.”
Sipping my tea, I said, “The Guardian said that Ronny will one day grow up to destroy the whole world. He didn’t say how or when, but he said that Ronny needed to be eliminated for humanity to survive.”
“Seriously?” said Jake, looking at me in disbelief. “Did you tell him that Ronny is just a baby that cries a lot?”
“I tried to, but he wouldn’t listen,” I said. I looked up at Mom and Dad worryingly. “And now I’m worried that Overkill will just send more Guardians to kill Ronny. Jake and I should stay here to help keep Ronny safe.”
Dad, however, shook his head. “No. You two will still be going back to school tomorrow. You don’t have to worry about us.”
“What?” I said, looking at Dad in shock. “But you saw what happened tonight. If I hadn’t been in Ronny’s room, he would have died.”
“Your mom and I are well aware of how dangerous the Guardians are, Ashley,” said Dad. “Perhaps even more than you. You and Jake need to go to the Academy because you will be much safer there than here. Plus, you still need to complete your education.”
“And continue to have Dean study your condition,” Mom added. “Let’s not forget that, either.”
I bit my lower lip. Mom and Dad had a point. The main reason I was going to the Academy at all was to have my condition—Hernandez’s Disease—studied and treated. A cure was still a long way off, but I was much closer to getting cured now than I had been before I went to the Academy. And Dad was right that the Academy was probably the safest place we could be right now.
Even so, I said, “But Ronny—”
“We will keep him safe,” Dad said, glancing at the sleeping baby. “If necessary … we’ll move to Hero Island.”
Dad said that reluctantly, which I found curious. Hero Island was the headquarters of the Neohero Alliance. Located off the coast of New York, Hero Island was home to hundreds of superheroes. Being an NHA member, Dad’s work sometimes took him to Hero Island and he had even lived on it for a while during his younger years. In fact, Hero Island was where I’d spent the first-year or so of my life before we moved to Silvers, though I didn’t remember much about it.
Then Dad yawned. “But that’s for the future. For now, I think we all need to get to bed. Especially you two. With school starting tomorrow, I want you two to be as well-rested as possible so you will be ready for your second-year at the Academy.”
“Ronny will sleep in our room for now,” said Mom as she rocked Ronny in her arms. “At least until we can get the window in his room fixed.”
Personally, I wanted to stay up a little bit longer and discuss the Guardians some more. But then I yawned, too, and decided that Dad had a point.
It sounded like we were going to school tomorrow no matter what. I was still not entirely convinced that that was the best thing we could do but decided that it was too late for us to stay home now.
Even so, I found myself wondering if we were really going to be safe anywhere, especially after what Dad told us about the Guardians. And I also wondered exactly what made Ronny so dangerous that they felt like they needed to kill him now.
Perhaps I would get the answers to those questions at some point, but for now, as Dad said, it was bedtime and I needed to sleep.




CHAPTER FOUR


Jake and I stood in the backyard of our parents’ house, our duffel bags and backpacks slung over our shoulders. It was fairly early in the morning, just after seven, and it was a little cool out, though not cold enough to require wearing a coat or anything. I comfortably wore a t-shirt and jeans, while Jake had a red shirt and shorts. 
Mom, naturally, was fretting over us. She seemed to teleport at will, appearing here and there, asking questions like, “Are you sure you packed your Super Pills?” and “Did you forget your underwear? I can go into the house and get it if you guys need me to.” and “Don’t forget your socks, either. Those are important.”
“It’s fine, Mom,” I said, waving my hand to get Mom off us. “We remembered to pack everything for school. We’re fine. Or at least I did. I can’t speak for Jake.”
Jake pouted. “Hey, I packed all of my things, too. Just because I only need one bag while you need three or four doesn’t mean I forgot anything. It just means I’m better at packing things than you are.”
“You really only need one bag, anyway,” said Dad, who stood a few feet away with baby Ronny, who was sucking on a pacifier, in his arms. “Then again, men don’t require nearly as much makeup as women do, so that’s probably why we need only one bag.”
I hefted my bags over my shoulder. “It’s not makeup, Dad. It’s extra clothing. You know, practical things.”
“Packing extra clothing really doesn’t help your case, sis,” said Jake. “It would be like if I packed an extra bag full of guns and bacon. Hmmm … actually, that would be a good idea, although I wonder if the Academy would let me take guns and bacon on campus or not.”
I rolled my eyes and looked at my watch. “It’s just after seven. When are we leaving for the airport to catch our flight to Washington?”
“Flight?” said Dad. “Didn’t we tell you? We canceled your flight last night after you two went to bed.”
“What?” I said, looking at Dad in alarm. “How are we going to get to the Academy if we can’t fly there? We’re not driving again, are we?”
“Are we gonna run?” said Jake excitedly. “Because I’ve never run from Texas to Washington before. Sounds like fun.”
“We’re not driving or running,” said Mom, taking a step back from us so she stood next to Dad. “We’ve arranged alternate travel arrangements for you two that are much safer than flying, driving, or running.”
“Why?” I said. “We had our plane tickets reserved for weeks.”
“It’s because of last night’s attack from the Guardians,” said Dad. “Now that we know that the Guardians are specifically targeting us, it’s likely they’ll attack us again. Flying, driving, and running would leave us vulnerable to Guardian attacks.”
I smiled nervously. “Surely the Guardians wouldn’t try to attack us while we’re on an airplane or in a car, right?”
Dad looked at me seriously. “The Guardians have been known to down airplanes and cause huge highway pileups just to kill supers. They wouldn’t hold off trying to kill you two because you happened to be flying in the same plane as a bunch of normals.”
“Remember that huge plane crash last year that killed a few NHA members?” said Mom. “That was caused by a Guardian, who had murdered the pilot the night before and impersonated him long enough to get the plane in the air and crash it, killing everyone—super and normal alike—on board.”
My jaw fell open. “Oh.”
“As I said, the Guardians are a serious threat,” said Dad. “Now that they’re targeting us, we can’t just keep doing things the way we’ve always done them. That’s why we’re going to transport you two in the most secure way we know how.”
“And what would that be?” asked Jake. He looked around eagerly. “Are we going to be using one of Grandpa’s old Teleportation Disks? That would be so cool.”
“It’s not exactly teleportation,” said an amused female voice behind us. “But good guess.”
Jake and I whirled around to see an unfamiliar woman and a man standing just beneath the shade of the big oak tree in the corner of our yard. The woman seemed to be close in age to Mom and Dad, though she somehow looked younger than either of them. Her short, dark hair stood out sharply against her pale skin, while her dark eyes sparkled with amusement. She wore leather combat gear with a patch that had a bald eagle on it, with the words ‘G-MEN’ imprinted on the design. She was very thin but also in good shape.
The man had a similar patch and uniform to the woman, though unlike her, he had a gun holstered securely at his side. He was black, with a short crew-cut haircut partially covered by a red bandanna and goatee on his face that made him look rather intimidating. He was a good deal taller and bulkier than the woman and wore thick leather gloves over his fists. He was leaning against the tree with his arms folded in front of his chest, an unfriendly scowl on his face. He also had a patch over his right eye, making him look kind of like a pirate.
“Huh?” I said. “Who are those people and where did they come from?”
“Bet they’re more Guardians,” said Jake. He tossed his bags on the ground and thrust his hands out behind him. “Stay back, everyone! I’ll give ‘em the ol’ one-two!”
“Jake,” said Dad, holding out a hand toward him, “wait—”
But Jake, of course, didn’t listen. Jake darted forward, his super-speed allowing him to rocket across the backyard faster than my eyes could follow. I almost looked away, knowing that a couple of normals, even fully-grown adult normals, stood no chance against Jake.
But I was glad I kept looking. If only because it showed me that I should have been more concerned about Jake’s safety than the safety of the people he was attacking.
Neither the woman nor the man moved. The woman just smirked and flicked her finger forward.
Without warning, the shadows cast by the oak tree stretched and curled. They rose up from the ground and wrapped around Jake’s ankles, causing him to trip and fall face-first onto the dewy grass. Gasping in surprise, Jake raised his head and looked over his shoulder at the shadows clutching his ankles. “Huh? Are those tentacles?”
“Nope,” said the woman, shaking her head. She looked—and sounded—greatly amused by Jake’s predicament. “Shadows.”
Another flick of her finger and the shadows rose, lifting Jake off the ground and causing his shirt to fall down to his chest. Jake let out a surprised yelp as the shadow tendrils rose higher and higher into the air until soon he was about ten feet off the ground. Jake’s arms flailed around uselessly as he tried to free himself, but it was clear that Jake was pretty well trapped.
“Hey!” said Jake. “This is stupid! Let me down now, you crazy lady!”
The woman smirked. “Wow. Not only do you look like your dad, but you sound just like him, too. It’s unsettling.”
Although the woman did not seem to be harming Jake, I had to admit she was getting on my nerves. I stepped forward and summoned a light hammer in my hands, which I held up and pointed at the woman. “Let my younger brother go. And if you even try to hurt him, I won’t hesitate to bash your brains in.”
The woman smirked and suddenly disappeared into the shadows of the tree. A second later, I felt a tap on my shoulder and looked over my shoulder to see the woman rising partially out of my shadow, an amused grin on her face.
“Boo,” said the woman.
I started and swung my hammer instinctively at her face, but the woman disappeared into my shadow before my hammer could land. The woman reappeared under the shadows of the oak tree, looking for all the world like she hadn’t moved an inch.
“You have fast reflexes,” the woman called from the oak tree, “but not fast enough. Certainly not as fast as your dear old dad.”
I gritted my teeth, but then Dad stepped forward and said, “Shade, that is enough. Put Jake down and stop trolling my daughter. That isn’t what I asked you to do.”
The woman, apparently named Shade, looked at Dad with a fake innocent expression on her face. “Oh, hi, Bolt. Sorry about that. I was just having a bit of fun with the kids. You know how I am. I just love kids so much that I can’t help but mess with them a little.”
The tendril holding Jake lowered slowly until Jake was about a foot off the ground. Then it dropped Jake onto the grass, where he landed flat on his back, while the shadow tendril shrank and turned back into a normal shadow. Jake quickly got back to his feet and zipped behind me and Dad, watching Shade with more than a hint of fear in his eyes.
“Dad, do you know this woman?” I said, looking up at Dad in confusion. “You act like she’s your friend or something.”
“She’s not a friend,” said Dad. He grimaced. “I do know her, though sometimes I wish I didn’t.”
“Aw, come on, Bolt,” said Shade. “That’s not a nice thing to say. We’ve been on tons of adventures together. And if it hadn’t been for my actions, Blizzard would have died all those years ago.”
“Your people also manipulated and ruined my family a long time ago, too,” said Dad. “Plus, I seem to remember you and I fighting each other more often than not.”
Shade shrugged. “We were both kids back then. Kids do stupid things. I mean, look at you now. Home, five acres, two kids—”
“Three,” said Dad. “I have three kids now.”
Shade waved a hand dismissively. “Three kids, two kids, whatever. It’s all the same to me. The point is, we’ve both grown and matured a lot. Besides, if you really didn’t trust me, you wouldn’t have asked me to protect your kids, now would you?”
“You’re going to protect us?” I said. “I’m not sure I like that idea. I don’t even know who you people are.”
Shade looked at Dad in surprise. “You mean your dad has never told you about me before? I’m hurt. I thought we had something.”
Mom stepped forward, glaring a death glare at Shade. “You never had anything with Kevin. Ever. Got it?”
My eyes widened in surprise. Mom was usually a nice, calm person who rarely got angry with anyone unless they did something like threaten her family. Yet now she looked at this Shade lady like she was trying to kill her through nasty looks alone. It definitely made me trust Shade less.
“I was just joking, Blizzard,” said Shade, holding up her hands. “I know your husband and I never had anything. Take a chill pill. Geez.”
“Take a chill pill?” said Jake incredulously. “Dang, you are old if you’re using a meme like that.”
Shade shot Jake a death glare similar to Mom’s. “With that kind of … honesty, I can tell you really are Bolt’s son.”
“I still don’t know who you two are,” I said. “Or why Dad thinks you’re at all trustworthy.”
Shade looked at me and brushed back some of her dark hair. “Let me introduce us, then. My name is Sarah Bradford, though most people know me as Shade. I’m the current Director of the Department of Superhuman & Extraterrestrial Affairs, though you probably know us better as the G-Men.”
I knew who the G-Men were. The G-Men were a government-sponsored superhero team whose job was to deal with superhuman and other threats, per their official name. I hadn’t realized, however, that Dad was on speaking terms with the current leader of that team. Then again, Dad was pretty well-connected in the superhuman community in general, so I probably shouldn’t have been surprised that he knew her.
“So you’re the leader of the G-Men?” said Jake. His eyes darted to the quiet black man standing next to Shade. “Who’s that guy?”
“Him?” said Shade, glancing at her partner. “Oh, he’s my partner, Cyrus Hogarth. Unlike me, he’s a normal. He’s also totally mute. Can’t say a word. Right, Cy?”
Hogarth sighed deeply, though he seemed used to Shade’s teasing.
“A normal?” said Jake, raising an eyebrow. “I thought the G-Men was a superhero team. What’s a normal doing on a team of supers?”
“New rule President Plutarch forced on us at the end of his second term,” said Shade. “All G-Men agents are paired up with a normal agent. This was done because apparently a lot of people were afraid that the lack of normals in the G-Men made us too disconnected from the average American. But I can’t complain. It’s nice to have a partner who listens really well.”
Poor Hogarth just sighed again. He now looked like he regretted coming with Shade. I couldn’t blame him. If he was her partner, then he probably had to work alongside her every single day, which sounded like pure torture to me.
“Anyway, your daddy called us last night and explained the Guardian situation to us,” said Shade. “Who, I might add, we have already taken to one of our super-secret government prisons for further interrogation, so you don’t have to worry about him breaking out of jail to get revenge or anything cliche like that.”
“The G-Men are involved now?” I said in surprise. “I didn’t think a big government organization like you guys would bother with a small crime like this.”
“Trust me, Ashley, the G-Men have been carefully monitoring the Guardians for a very long time now,” said Shade. “They’re notoriously difficult to infiltrate due to their anti-superhuman bias making it hard for agents to infiltrate their groups. Getting a live Guardian who has direct contact with Overkill is the biggest break we’ve had in a while. With any luck, it will lead us directly to the big man himself.”
“Hope so,” I said, “though I’m still not sure why you are here.”
“Shade and Hogarth are going to safely transport you two to the Academy,” Dad explained. “I’ve already called up Night Soldier and let him know how you’re getting there.”
“How are you guys going to get us all the way from Texas to Washington?” said Jake. “You don’t have an invisible plane or something like that, do you?”
“Of course not,” said Shade, shaking her head. “We’re going to use the most energy-efficient travel method known to man: Shadow travel.”
“Shadow travel?” I said. “What’s that?”
“You’ll see,” said Shade with a smirk. “But trust me, it’s very efficient and quick. You won’t even feel it.”
Not sure I trusted Shade, I looked to Mom and Dad. Dad nodded and said, “Shadow travel is efficient and ridiculously fast, but I’m not sure that you ‘won’t’ feel it.”
“They’ll be fine,” Shade insisted. “You used it all the time when you were their age and you turned out okay.”
“Guess so,” said Dad. He sighed and gave me and Jake quick hugs. “Well, this is goodbye for now. Stay safe, both of you, and we’ll stay safe as well.”
Mom also gave us hugs and kisses and we both said goodbye to little Ronny, who, naturally, said nothing, though he did make a happy cooing sound when I poked his little nose. That made me smile, though my smile vanished when I turned to see Shade standing by the tree with an impatient look on her face.
“Come on, you two,” said Shade, tapping her wristwatch. “We don’t have all the time in the world. This is technically a favor to your parents, not part of my job, so I’ve got work to get back to.”
With a sigh, Jake and I walked up to Shade, Jake with more reluctance than me. We stopped in front of Shade and Hogarth, who had pushed himself off the tree and now stood in the loose circle formed by the four of us.
“Okay,” said Shade, holding out her hands. “To make sure none of us get lost, we all need to hold hands.”
“Do we have to?” said Jake, staring at Shade’s outstretched hand with a disgusted expression.
“Yes,” said Shade, “unless you want to get lost in the shadows forever and end up the meal of some eldritch abomination from another dimension, that is.”
The scary part was that I had no idea if Shade was joking about that or not. Jake, apparently, believed her, because he took her hand and mine, while I took his and Hogarth’s. Shade held Jake and Hogarth’s hands and said, “Everyone ready? Let’s go.”
With that, Shade took one step backward into the shadows of the tree … and our whole world became as black as midnight.




CHAPTER FIVE


Although I couldn’t see a thing, I felt like I was flying through the air at a hundred miles per hour. It was all I could do to not scream, though I wasn’t sure I  could scream in this place.
I could only feel Jake’s hand in my left hand and Hogarth’s gloved hand in my right. Even then, due to how pitch-black it was, I couldn’t even be sure I was still holding onto them. Jake was screaming to my left, though his screams sounded distant like he was shouting from the other side of a football field. And if I wasn’t mistaken, Shade seemed to be laughing her head off, although with the wind whistling past my ears, I wasn’t sure about that.
It wasn’t long, however, before a small circle of light appeared up ahead. The dot grew larger and larger until, without warning, we shot through it and landed feet first on soft, dry green grass.
The sudden change from absolute darkness to early morning sunlight made me slam my hands over my eyes to protect my vision. I heard Jake panting and gasping beside me, while Shade said, “I forgot how fun shadow travel can be! Let’s do it again sometime.”
Without taking my hands off my eyes, I said, “What, exactly, is your definition of fun? Because I’m not having it.”
“Neither … am … I …” Jake gasped. “Feel like I just got off the world’s worst roller coaster.”
“Come on,” said Shade. “It wasn’t that bad. Besides, we made it to the Academy. See?”
Slowly and carefully, I lowered my hands from my eyes. I had to blink a couple of times, but then my eyes finished adjusting to the change in brightness, allowing me to see our new surroundings for the first time.
Shade was right: We were indeed at the Academy. We were well within the Academy’s tall metal fence, which I could see round the campus perimeter in the distance, although now the fence looked more like a wall than a mere fence. Probably reinforced to enhance the Academy’s security.
We were standing on a grassy knoll near the Auditorium parking lot. The Auditorium itself towered over us not too far away, with hundreds of students from every Team and year already entering the building. I saw Barney, Chief of Security, directing the students into the Auditorium in a neat and orderly fashion, along with half a dozen other security guards. Likely the students were all going into orientation, which, according to my phone, was starting in about half an hour.
Parents in their cars were dropping their kids off before the Omega Man statue in front of the Auditorium. From a distance, though, it was hard to tell if Courtney, Barrett, or any of my fellow Team Justice first-years were here yet. I assumed most of them were, but with all of the students entering the Auditorium, it was tough to make out who was who.
“See?” said Shade. She waved her hand toward the Auditorium. “Now that you are here, off you go. Go play with your friends or whatever it is you kids do here.”
“Thanks,” I said sardonically. “I can tell you are definitely invested in the next generation of superhumans.”
Shade smiled. “Oh, I’m very invested. Here. Take this.”
Shade threw a card at me, which I caught. Looking at the card, I saw the G-Men symbol emblazoned on the front, while the text read:
SARAH ‘SHADE’ BRADFORD
DEPARTMENT OF SUPERHUMAN & EXTRATERRESTRIAL AFFAIRS
DIRECTOR
Below the text was her phone number, email address, and the physical address of the G-Men offices in Washington.
“What is this?” I said, looking at Shade. “A business card?”
Shade smirked. “I know you’re not graduating for another two years, but I thought I’d let you know that the G-Men are always looking for new agents. Especially from the Academy. Quite a few of our current crop of agents graduated from here, including Hogarth’s brother, Splits. Right, Hogarth?”
Hogarth nodded. He made some quick movements with his hands, causing Shade to say, “And you’ve got a nephew in the Academy, too? Interesting. I didn’t know that.”
I frowned. “Hogarth’s nephew attends here?”
“Apparently,” said Shade, looking at me. “His name is Michael and he’s a second-year in Team Mask. Hogarth apparently thinks the two of you would be good friends.”
I shrugged. “I dunno. I’ll have to meet him to find out.”
“Right,” said Shade. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that you’re welcome to come work for the G-Men when you graduate. We also have a few agents in the SAP. Just so you know.”
I nodded. ‘SAP’ was the commonly used acronym for the Superhero Apprenticeship Program. It was a program where the Academy matched second-year and up students with actual pro superheroes to apprentice with them to get some real-world experience to supplement our studies. “I didn’t know that. I applied for SAP last year, though.”
“Did you, now?” said Shade. “Very interesting. Perhaps you and I will be working together in the future sooner than I thought.”
I smiled politely, but frankly, I was grimacing inside. No way was I going to end up apprenticing under Shade. Or any of the G-Men, for that matter. They didn’t strike me as a trustworthy bunch.
“Anyway,” said Shade. She patted Hogarth’s shoulder. “Hogarth and I need to head back to HQ ASAP. We’ve got a lot of important work to do today and not nearly enough time in the world to do it. See you later and have fun! We’ll let your parents know you made it to school in one piece.”
With that, Shade and Hogarth vanished into the shade of the timber tree overlooking the Academy, leaving Jake and I standing by ourselves under the shade of the tree.
“Glad they’re gone,” I said as soon as I was sure that Shade and Hogarth had left. I looked down at the business card in my hand. “And frankly, I hope we never have to see them again. What did you think, Jake? Jake?”
I looked to my side to see Jake still on his hands and knees on the ground. He looked like he was about to throw up, his skin pale and pasty as he shivered.
“Jake?” I said, leaning closer to him. “You okay, bro?”
Jake took a deep, shaky breath. “I-I don’t like shadow travel.”
I nodded. “I can tell. You look sick.”
Jake took another deep breath and stood up, albeit slowly. “I-I’ll be fine. I’m tough. You don’t need to worry about me. I don’t need to go to the Clinic.”
I was about to point out that Jake was obviously (and poorly) lying when I suddenly realized that Jake was tall enough now that I had to crane my neck to look up at his face.
It was weird because I was so used to Jake being shorter than me. But over the last year or so, Jake had seen a massive growth spurt. He was now as tall as Dad, and apparently still growing. Jake was tall enough to make arguing with me uncomfortable for me because I would have to look up at him. I shuddered to think of how tall he would be once he stopped growing.
I, on the other hand, had stopped growing entirely when I was his age. I was even shorter than Mom, which seemed really unfair to me. Then again, Dad always told me that life wasn’t fair, so I guess I couldn’t really complain. It already made telling Jake what to do around harder than normal, though, because now he had his height advantage to give him an excuse for ignoring me when he didn’t want to listen to anything I said.
“Ashley!” a familiar female voice behind me called. “Glad you’re here!”
I looked over my shoulder to see a girl with ridiculously long blonde hair running toward me. Clad in a pink t-shirt, jeans, and wearing a pair of oversized glasses on her face, Courtney Carmichael, my best friend in the Academy, smiled as she approached me and Jake, a look of relief on her face.
“Hey, Courtney,” I said, giving Courtney a hug when she got close enough. “How was your summer—”
“Ash, you need to come with me,” said Courtney, grabbing my arm. “We need your help now.”
“What?” I said. “Help with what?”
“That,” said Courtney, pointing at a crowd standing in front of the Omega Man statue.
It took me a moment to realize that the crowd at the foot of the statue was apparently watching a fight of some sort. Students were cheering on a couple of kids I couldn’t see, while a fireball would fire into the sky occasionally, usually followed by manic laughter and more jeering from the students.
“Is that a fight?” I said, looking at Courtney in shock. “Who is fighting who? And more importantly, where are the teachers?”
Courtney pulled on the ends of her hair anxiously. “I don’t know where the teachers are, but one of the students is Barrett. The other is a first-year kid I’ve never met. I don’t even know his name.”
“Barrett?” I said. “As in, Barrett Marcus?”
“I’m pretty sure he’s the only Barrett in the Academy, yes,” said Courtney, nodding quickly. “Unless there happens to be another Superbian foreign exchange student attending the Academy I don’t know about.”
Barrett Marcus was another one of my Academy friends. A fellow second-year, Barrett was from the country of Superbia, an island nation off the west coast of Canada that was the only superhuman country in the world.
More than that, however, was the fact that Barrett was the only son of Franklin Marcus, the founder and President of Superbia. That technically made him Superbian royalty, but he was still a cool guy despite that.
“Why did Barrett pick a fight with a first-year?” I said. “That doesn’t seem like something Barrett would do.”
“I’m not sure,” said Courtney. “All I know is that the first-year said something to Barrett and Barrett snapped. I didn’t know what to do, so when I saw you, I thought you might be able to help.”
I rubbed my forehead in exasperation. “This really seems like a job for the teachers. I—”
“Ha!” a loud, male voice suddenly exploded from the crowd. “Is that really the best that the Prince of Superbia’s got? My baby sister has better aim than you and she’s still in diapers!”
The response was apparently another fireball from Barrett, prompting more mocking laughter—very familiar mocking laughter—from his opponent. “Missed again! You’ve certainly got the temper of a dragon, that’s for sure!”
That voice …
Jake and I exchanged significant looks.
“Jake, is that who I think it is?” I said.
Jake shook his head. “It’s definitely him, sis. I’d recognize that voice anywhere. I didn’t know he was going to be here, though.”
“Huh?” said Courtney, her head whipping back and forth between me and Jake suddenly. “You mean you know who Barrett is fighting? But you haven’t even seen him.”
Jake chuckled. “Don’t worry, Courtney. We don’t need to see that guy to know who it is. We can hear him just fine.”
“Then who is it?” said Courtney, pulling her hair. “And how do you know him?”
I smiled grimly and looked back toward the fight. “He’s our cousin. And unless we intervene now, he’s gonna get himself kicked out of the Academy before he starts his first day.”




CHAPTER SIX


Without hesitation, Jake and I ran toward the scene of the fight, dropping our bags on the ground. Courtney, apparently surprised by our sudden movement, ran after us, shouting, “Wait, he’s your cousin? I didn’t know you had a cousin!” 
“Well, we do,” I shouted over my shoulder at Courtney, “but I’ll explain later. As I said, we have to stop him before he gets himself in trouble.”
A questioning look appeared on Courtney’s face when I said that, but fortunately she didn’t ask me or Jake any more questions about our cousin. That was good because frankly, there really wasn’t any way I could describe our cousin without making him seem like an idiot, a psycho, or both.
Reaching the crowd, Jake and I muscled our way past the watching students—who seemed to be mostly first-years and second-years like ourselves. Courtney followed us in and I could hear her apologizing to the other students as we forced our way through the crowd. I suppose we should have been more polite, too, but frankly, I was more worried about saving our idiot of a cousin than remembering social niceties.
Finally reaching the center of the crowd, Jake, Courtney, and I stopped for a moment to observe the fight itself.
The crowd had formed a loose, open circle at the base of the Omega Man statue, where Barrett Marcus stood. He looked pretty much the same as I remembered him, with short dark hair, pale skin, and a black t-shirt and jeans. His skin looked darker than last year, though, which I had to admit made him look handsomer than usual, especially with the big muscles bulging through his shirt. His hands ended in wickedly sharp dragon claws, which I recognized as being part of his dragon transformation power.
In fact, that was the main reason I hadn’t immediately dived into the fight. Barrett was a nice guy, but he could be scary when he was angry. His eyes glowed red, like fire, while smoke rose from his nostrils and the tips of his claws. He hadn’t lost his shirt yet like the last time he’d transformed, but it seemed like only a matter of time before he did (and I wondered if that would really be a bad thing or not). Heat radiated from his body, hot enough that the students closest to him had sweat on their faces.
I did not see my cousin, however, until I heard him shout, “Hey, up here, Smaug!”
I looked up and—Yep, that was him.
A teenage boy of about fifteen was crouching on the left shoulder of the Omega Man statue. He looked kind of like a younger and smaller Jake, except his hair was pure blond and longer than Jake’s. His gray eyes gleamed with amusement as he looked down at Barrett. He wore a green t-shirt with the logo of some dumb band on it, while he wore black basketball shorts on his legs.
“How did he get up there?” said Courtney, putting her hand over her eyes to protect her vision. “When I went to get you guys, he was still on the ground.”
“That’s Theo all right,” I said. “He’s pretty good at getting around.”
“Too good,” said Jake. He sighed. “Dang it. I was hoping it wasn’t him.”
“Theo?” said Courtney, looking at me in confusion. “Is that his name?”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “Theodore Martin Jason. He’s our cousin. And he’s annoying as heck.”
As if to confirm what I just said, Theo waved down at Barrett mockingly. “What are you waiting for, dragon breath? I thought dragons had wings. Afraid of heights?”
“Come down here and fight me like a man,” said Barrett. “I am not going to stoop to your low standards of fighting.”
Theo picked his nose. “Uh, you do know that you’d have to fly up to me, right? Stooping wouldn’t do anything except make you look silly. Or sillier than you already look, anyway.”
Barrett scowled and hurled a fireball at Theo. Theo, however, disappeared with a snap of his fingers, allowing the fireball to miss him entirely.
“Huh?” said Courtney, looking around in confusion. “Where did Theo go?”
As if in answer to her question, Theo appeared behind Barrett and put an arm around his shoulders. “You know what, man? I think we got off on the wrong foot. Perhaps we should sit down and talk over our differences like real—”
Barrett grabbed Theo’s throat and lifted him off the ground. Theo’s eyes bulged before he snapped his fingers and disappeared from Barrett’s grasp. A moment later, Theo appeared on the opposite side of the circle as far away from Barrett as he could get, rubbing his throat with an annoyed look on his face.
“Geez Louise, man, is that how men talk to each other in Superbia?” said Theo. “Maybe that’s why everyone considers you guys freaks.”
Barrett snorted, causing even more smoke to shoot out of his nostrils. Uh-oh. It looked to me like Barrett was about to lose it, which meant that Jake and I needed to intervene before things got too serious. I still wondered where the heck the teachers were, but it looked like we were going to have to get our hands dirty.
Barrett fired another fireball at Theo, but I thrust my hand out and summoned a light barrier between the two of them. The fireball exploded against the light barrier, the barrier remaining strong despite the impact. My heart tightened slightly when I used my powers, but fortunately, I’d taken my Super Pill the night before, so using my powers didn’t hurt that much.
The sudden appearance of my light barrier caused both Barrett and Theo to look around in confusion. The two boys noticed me quickly enough, however, staring at me with surprise and confusion.
“Ashley?” said Barrett, tilting his head to the side. “When did you get here?”
“Ashley?” said Theo. He peered closer at me and waved. “Hey, cuz! Long time, no see. How’s Uncle Kev doing?”
“Uncle Kev?” Barrett repeated, looking at Theo in total confusion. “Are you related to Ashley?”
Theo put his hands on his hips and nodded. “Sure do! She’s my cousin.”
At that statement, the crowd turned its attention from Theo and Barrett to me. I didn’t like suddenly being the center of attention of so many students, but there was nothing I could do about it at the moment. Maybe if Theo and Barrett hadn’t decided to be a couple of stupid guys and fight each other in public like this, then I wouldn’t have to be here at all.
Ignoring the crowd’s surprised gaze, I stepped forward and said, “Yeah, he is.”
“I didn’t know you had a cousin,” said Barrett, lowering his clawed hands. He glanced at Theo. “He’s nothing like you, aside from some common physical features.”
“Trust me, we’re related,” I said with a sigh. “For better or worse.”
“You know this meathead, cuz?” said Theo, glancing at Barrett. “He’s fun to poke, but not really that dangerous.”
Barrett’s eyes flashed. “Not dangerous? Why, you little—”
I held up my hands. “Stop fighting, both of you. Who started it?”
Predictably, Barrett and Theo pointed at each other at exactly the same time. It would have been comical if I hadn’t been in a bad mood already.
“Very helpful,” I said sarcastically. I pointed at Barrett. “Barrett, you first.”
“Why does he get to go first?” said Theo. “We’re cousins!”
“That’s exactly why Barrett gets to tell his side of the story first,” I replied. “Barrett, go ahead.”
Barrett nodded, though his hands did not turn back to normal. “Very well. I was talking with one of my friends when I noticed my Superbian ring was missing and Theo was walking away from me. I confronted him about stealing it from me, but Theo acted like he had no idea what I was talking about. I called him a liar, which the little weasel didn’t like, and then we ended up fighting.”
“Your Superbian ring?” I repeated. “What’s that?”
“An important family heirloom that my father gave to me over the summer,” said Barrett. “It has the Marcus family crest on it and has been in the Marcus family for centuries. Other prominent Superbian families have similar rings. They are one of a kind and impossible to replace.”
I shifted my gaze over to Theo, feeling even less charitable toward him than I normally did. “Did you steal Barrett’s ring?”
“Me?” said Theo. He pulled his pockets inside out, revealing nothing but pocket lint. “I don’t have one penny to my name and this guy is accusing me of stealing a priceless family heirloom? As I said, he’s psycho.”
I rubbed my forehead in exasperation. “Then what’s your side of the story?”
Theo folded his hands together in front of him, doing his best ‘I’m an innocent kid who has never done anything wrong in my life’ look that he always used to do to get out of trouble when we were younger. “Well, I was just walking up to the Auditorium earlier, minding my own business, when Barrett came out of nowhere and accused me of stealing his ring. I defended my honor with the same defense I just showed you, but Barrett said I was a liar and attacked me. I’m sure the crowd can back me up on this.”
“No one paid any attention to our conflict until we started fighting,” Barrett pointed out. “There’s no point in asking any of the other students for their perspectives.”
I looked around at the students gathered around us. Based on their expressions, I could tell that Barrett was telling the truth. The only people who knew why the fight had started were Barrett and Theo. No one else would be of much help, not even Courtney.
“So you didn’t do anything to annoy or provoke Barrett?” I said to Theo. “Nothing at all?”
Theo looked down at his feet sheepishly. “Well, I might have poked a little fun at his accent—”
“And my heritage,” Barrett said, “and my family, and my hair, and—”
“Okay, so maybe I poked a little fun at his everything,” Theo corrected himself, “but it was all in good fun. As I said, Barrett just lost his mind for no reason. I’m an innocent man.”
“Innocent, huh?” said Jake, folding his arms in front of his chest. “Like when you stole that cookie from the cookie jar at our parents’ house when we were kids and you blamed me, right?”
Theo looked at Jake with false surprise. “You remember that? You have an even better memory than I do, cousin.”
“Why are you guys treating Theo like you can’t trust him?” said Courtney, scratching the back of her head. “He’s your cousin, right? So that makes him family.”
“Theo may be our cousin, but that doesn’t mean we’re obligated to believe everything he says,” I said. “As Jake just pointed out, Theo has a history of not always taking responsibility for his own actions.”
“Hold on,” said a first-year student I didn’t recognize, a small Asian girl with black hair and pigtails. She pointed at Theo and me. “If you’re Ashley’s cousin, then doesn’t that mean you’re the son of White Lightning, the brother of Bolt?”
Whispers of awe and surprise swept through the crowd just then, while a huge grin appeared on Theo’s face. I wanted to strangle the first-year, not because she was wrong, but because she had just given Theo the opening he needed to show off.
Spreading his arms wide, Theo said, “Yes. And my mother is the beautiful and strong Talon, another former member of the most famous incarnation of the Young Neos ever.”
Dang it. Now I saw stars in the eyes of pretty much every student in the crowd. Even Courtney looked interested in Theo’s parentage. I should have realized that Theo would try something like this. Mention that he was the son of two of the most famous superheroes in the country to try to get the crowd on his side. It’d been a few years since I saw Theo last, so that was why I didn’t anticipate him doing this.
Guess I should mention that Dad wasn’t an only child. He had a twin brother named Theodore Jason, or White Lightning, as the public knows him. Due to being twins, Dad and Uncle Ted, as Jake and I grew up calling him, have the same basic power set and even look alike. They’d also been on the Young Neos together in their teenage years, which was where Dad had met Mom and Uncle Ted had met Aunt Jen.
Dad was a lot more famous than Uncle Ted, but Uncle Ted was still a respected superhero in his own right, as was Aunt Jen. And unlike me and Jake, Theo was perfectly willing to use his parents’ fame to improve his own standing in the eyes of others. He was kind of a spoiled brat, in case you couldn’t tell, which was the main reason we disliked him.
“Who cares who your parents are?” Barrett snapped. He raised his claws. “A thief is still a thief. In Superbia, we deal with thieves only one way: Painfully. With lots of screaming from the thief.”
Theo cocked his head to the side. “In case you forgot, this is America. But if you want to resume our fight, I’d be happy to keep humiliating you in front of everyone.”
Barrett growled, which sounded almost like the growl of a dragon. He stepped forward, only to freeze in place like time had stopped. Theo had also frozen in place and looked down at his body in shock.
“What?” said Theo in a tight voice. “Why do my clothes feel like they’re choking me?”
“They’re not choking you,” said an adult female voice from outside the crowd. “They’re constricting you. There’s a difference.”
Over to my right, the crowd of students parted to allow a young woman in her mid-twenties to step forward. With her long purple dress, fluffy pink furs, long yellow blonde hair, and sunglasses, the woman looked like a fashion model, although I knew she was anything but.
“H-Huh?” said Theo in a slightly choked voice, staring at the woman in confusion. “Who … who are you, lady?”
“Anna Barrington,” said the woman in a sharp voice, “but you might know me better as the Fashionista. And you will soon know me even better as one of your teachers.”
The Fashionista’s announcement caused the crowd of first- and second-years to collectively take a step back in fear. Although the Fashionista was one of my least favorite teachers, I had to admit that I was happy she was here to break up the fight. I had been wondering where the teachers were and was glad that one of them had shown up, at least.
“Miss Fashionista,” said Barrett urgently, “I can explain—”
“In my office,” said the Fashionista without hesitation. She gestured at the Auditorium. “I noticed a large number of first- and second-years were missing from orientation, so I came out here to find out where everyone went. Which was how I saw an obvious fight happening between two hotheaded teenage boys.”
“Barrett started it,” said Theo in a whiny voice. “I was just—”
“Do I look like I care?” said the Fashionista. She suddenly pointed at the Auditorium. “Everyone, to orientation. Now.”
The crowd instantly dispersed, with all of the first- and second-year students hurrying to enter the Auditorium. Most of them didn’t even look back. I couldn’t blame them. The Fashionista could be quite scary when she wanted to, even though her powers weren’t the flashiest. Being able to control fiber with her mind was a lot scarier than it sounded.
I lingered, however, because I wanted to see what the Fashionista was going to do to Theo and Barrett, but then she glared at me, Jake, and Courtney and said, “That includes you as well, Jason and Carmichael. Unless you also want to go to my office, that is.”
Biting my lower lip, I decided that it was not worth bringing the wrath of the Fashionista upon me. So I turned and walked as fast as I could toward the Auditorium, with Jake and Courtney following closely behind.
As we headed into the Auditorium, I looked over my shoulder one last time to see Barrett and Theo—their clothes back to normal—following the Fashionista away toward the admin buildings not far from the Auditorium. I felt bad for Barrett, but not so much for Theo.
I just hoped that Barrett didn’t get into too much trouble with the Fashionista. He didn’t deserve it.




CHAPTER SEVEN


The Auditorium was packed to the brim with students. Students from all years and Teams sat in the rows of seats below the stage, their combined noises deafening even in the wideness of the Auditorium. I caught a glimpse of Barney, the Chief of Security, going up and down the rows, futilely trying to enforce some semblance of order onto the students with the rest of the security guards. 
Due to how packed the Auditorium was, Courtney and I were forced to take a couple of seats in the back row, as usual. Jake, however, spotted his friend Ken a few rows down and went to sit with him instead. That was fine. Jake could take care of himself. Besides, I hadn’t really had a chance to talk with Courtney since arriving at the Academy, so this was a good chance to catch up.
Unfortunately, when we sat down, Courtney looked at me and said, “Is Theo always like that?”
I snorted. “You mean spoiled, manipulative, and whiny? Yes.”
“Huh,” said Courtney, scratching her chin. “I take it that you two don’t get along.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” I said. I folded my arms in front of my chest and sank down into my seat. “Theo’s always gotten pretty much everything he’s ever wanted from his parents, unlike Jake and me. He’s got a huge sense of entitlement, but he’s also really good at playing people.”
“I saw that,” said Courtney, “although he didn’t seem to be very good at playing the Fashionista.”
I chuckled darkly. “Yeah. If the Fashionista hates me, I can’t imagine she would like Theo any better.”
Courtney pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “You said you haven’t seen Theo for years. When was the last time you saw him?”
“Three years ago,” I said. “Theo’s parents, Uncle Ted and Aunt Jen, live on Hero Island, unlike my family. Theo was born and raised there, so we don’t get to see each other that often. The last time I saw him was when Aunt Jen gave birth to his younger sister three years ago. He’s still the same whiny, spoiled brat he was back then, if not worse.”
Courtney bit her lower lip. “That’s, er, interesting. I know a lot of NHA members live on Hero Island, but I didn’t realize people were raising families there.”
I kept forgetting that Courtney, coming from a normal family, was still new to a lot of superhuman culture. That meant I occasionally had to correct or explain certain aspects of superhuman culture to her, which was odd but fun because I found that I enjoyed sharing my culture with her.
“Most don’t,” I said, shaking my head. “Most NHA members who have families usually raise them off-island. Theo’s family is based out of Hero Island because both of his parents are full-time superheroes and are heavily involved in the NHA. Uncle Ted, for example, is an NHA combat coach for new members, while Aunt Jen is one of the main costume designers for the organization. So it makes sense that they live there.”
“Interesting,” said Courtney, who looked like she was mentally taking notes as I spoke. “Both of your parents are NHA members, too, right? So why don’t you guys live on Hero Island?”
I pursed my lips. “Mom and Dad are both NHA members, that’s true, but they wanted me and Jake to grow up in the ‘real’ world, as they called it. They thought it would be better for us if we grew up in Silvers, near my dad’s mom, than if we were stuck on Hero Island isolated from the greater normal culture.”
“That makes sense,” said Courtney with a nod. “By living in the wider world, you probably have a better understanding of how people view supers and how to relate to normals than supers who weren’t. Your parents are pretty smart.”
“I suppose,” I said with a shrug. “I used to want to live on Hero Island when I was younger, but when I got my condition … well, let’s just say I was happy we lived among normals and not supers.”
‘My condition’ was a little known genetic disorder known as Hernandez’s Disease. An incredibly rare genetic anomaly that only affected supers, Hernandez’s Disease basically weakened the natural protections that a super’s body had against their own power. Over time, repeated use of a person’s powers put them at risk of dying an early death if they have Hernandez’s Disease. In fact, not a single victim of Hernandez’s Disease had lived past the age of twenty-one. That’s how deadly the disorder was.
Because of its rarity and obscurity, Hernandez’s Disease had no known cures or treatments. The only ‘treatment’ that existed was taking the Super Pill every day, although the Super Pill was experimental and, to the best of my knowledge, only available at the Academy. In fact, that was the whole reason I came to the Academy in the first place, to participate in Professor Dean Hernandez’s Super Pill experiment to see if we could discover a cure.
Unfortunately, I had to keep quiet about my condition to the general public. The superhuman community did not understand that Hernandez’s Disease was not contagious. As a result, supers with Hernandez’s Disease faced heavy persecution, ostracizing, and worse from the general community. It was bad enough that most people with Hernandez’s Disease never sought help for it at all, which was probably the main reason for its high kill rate.
But a few people knew I had Hernandez’s Disease, and Courtney was one such person. Fortunately for me, Courtney lacked the prejudice that most supers had toward people like me, probably due to her normal background. Normals generally knew nothing about Hernandez’s Disease. Hence why they were usually less narrow-minded toward those of us who had it, unless they already had anti-superhuman feelings like the Guardians.
“Maybe,” said Courtney. She sighed. “I like normals, of course, but I’ve often wondered what it would be like to live with supers.”
“You do that at the Academy for four years,” I reminded her. “You already know what it’s like.”
“I mean full-time,” said Courtney, shaking her head. “Living, working, and even marrying within real superhuman culture … just seems weird to me, but also fascinating. I guess that’s why I’m so fascinated by Superbia. It sounds like an interesting place to live.”
“Speaking of Superbia, I hope Barrett is okay,” I said, glancing over my shoulder, expecting to see Barrett walk through the front doors of the Auditorium. “I don’t know if Theo actually stole his ring from him, but I think someone did. I don’t think Barrett was lying about that.”
Courtney looked out across the full Auditorium, frowning. “I wonder who could have stolen from Barrett. There are too many students. It could be anyone.”
“And why would anyone want to steal from him?” I said. “That’s an even better question because I am fairly sure that the Academy is training superheroes, not villains.”
“Given what happened with Parasite and Gentleman, it’s obvious that not every student is a good person,” said Courtney. “By the way, have you heard any news about those two? Like where they are, for example?”
I opened my mouth to tell Courtney what Shade told me about Parasite and Gentleman when an authoritative male voice boomed in the Auditorium, “Welcome, everyone, to the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans!”
Startled, Courtney and I looked down at the stage below. Headmaster Roger Tanaka, better known as the superhero Night Soldier, stood at the podium on the stage below. He wore his usual black tactical gear and costume, making him look like he was trying out for the police department’s SWAT team. Behind him, sitting on six metal chairs, were the Top Six students of the Academy, listening intently to Night Soldier’s speech.
The Top Six were, as their name suggested, the top six best fourth-year students at the Academy. They were the best student from each of the Academy’s six Teams, basically sororities and fraternities, and also acted as the leaders of their respective Teams when the teachers weren’t around. You had to be the best of the best to join the Top Six, which was why they were so competitive.
But I only stared at the Top Six because I noticed they already replaced Joey, who had been the Top Student of Team Justice last year, which was the Team I was in. Sitting in his chair was a tall, thin black girl who had the build of a runner and long, dark hair that was really shiny under the lights. I had no idea who she was, but hopefully, she wouldn’t turn out to be another nut case like Joey.
“I am pleased to see lots of returning and new faces alike as we begin another year at the Academy,” Night Soldier continued. “This is especially encouraging in light of what happened last year with the Parasite situation. Although the Parasite situation was one of the toughest the Academy has ever faced, disaster was nonetheless averted by a few brave first-years who stepped up to the plate and did what they needed to do to save the day.”
I knew what Night Soldier was talking about. He was referring to Parasite’s attack on the Academy last year, where he took all of the teachers hostage, trapped all students on the campus, and threatened to kill us all with a giant robot if I didn’t fight him. I knew the situation well because I’d been one of those ‘brave first-years’ who fought Parasite. Not that I was going to draw attention to myself, though, especially not now. Mostly, I was just waiting for Night Soldier to end his speech so I could go to my new dorm and get unpacked.
“But we here at the Academy put the safety of our students above all else,” Night Soldier said, his hand balling into a fist. “As a result, we’ve taken multiple security measures to ensure that no one else can threaten our students like that again. I won’t reveal all of the security measures we’ve added since last year, but rest assured that the Academy is safer than it has ever been and none of you have anything to worry about. You will all be able to learn in peace, as students should expect to be able to do.”
I bit my lower lip. That was nice to hear, but I had to admit that Night Soldier’s continual insistence that we were safe did the opposite and made me feel like I wasn’t. But hey, I was probably safer here than at home. The Guardians had not, after all, attacked the Academy yet and probably never would. They’d have to get past the Omega Sentinel first, which was the giant robot that Parasite had threatened to kill everyone with.
“Having said that, we’re doing things a little differently at the Academy this year,” said Night Soldier. “For one, we are canceling the traditional Super Duel between a randomly-chosen fourth-year student and a randomly-chosen first-year student. We will bring it back next year, but the Board has determined that the Super Duel format needs to be rethought to better serve the safety and health of our students.”
Lots of disappointed murmurs and whispers, especially from the older students, could be heard from the crowd at that news. Me, though, I didn’t mind it. Last year, I’d nearly killed myself overusing my powers when I dueled Joey during the Super Duel. Being a second-year student now, I was not in danger of getting randomly-chosen again, but I still agreed with the move. It would have been even better if they just outright canceled the whole thing, but I guess a tradition is a tradition and they weren’t going to get rid of traditions that easily.
“I understand that many of you are disappointed that we are canceling this revered tradition this year,” said Night Soldier. He held up a finger. “But don’t worry. We are replacing it with something much more exciting, something which has been in the works for years, which all students, regardless of year, will have a chance to participate in. And even better, it will go on all year long, rather than being confined to one hour during orientation.”
A flurry of whispers and murmurs swept through the crowd again. This time, the whispers and murmurs were tinged with confusion and curiosity.
“What’s he talking about?” Courtney muttered, looking at me in confusion. “Have you heard anything about this?”
I shook my head and held a finger up to my lips. “Shhh. Night Soldier’s still talking.”
He was. Night Soldier waved his hands, saying, “Settle down, settle down, everyone. I know this may seem sudden, even abrupt, but trust me, it is going to be fun.”
“What is it going to be?” a third-year student sitting in one of the front rows shouted. “A contest?”
“Sort of,” said Night Soldier, “but not in the way you think.”
The new Team Justice leader rolled her eyes, while Team Powers’ Top Student—who looked Filipino to me—chuckled and whispered something to the Top Student of Team Mask to his right. Apparently, the Top Six were already in on whatever contest that Night Soldier was going to announce to the rest of the school, which made sense because the Top Six were basically treated as unpaid faculty by the Headmaster.
Night Soldier looked over the audience again, a smile on his face. “Students, I am pleased to announce the first-ever Intraschool Academy Competition!”




CHAPTER EIGHT


As soon as Night Soldier said that, a holographic image appeared over his head. It showed the symbols of the six different Academy Teams floating like planets around the Academy crest, which was a generic cape-wearing superhero flying toward someone. Team Justice’s symbol—that of a judge wielding a hammer—caught my eye, though that was a lot less important to me than learning about this so-called ‘Intraschool Team Competition.’ 
I was far from the only one who was confused by this announcement. Confusion was the general reaction from the assembled students, regardless of which Team or year they were from. As I noted earlier, only the Top Six seemed unsurprised by Night Soldier’s announcement. The new Top Student of Team Justice even looked bored, tossing a tiny metal ball from hand to hand like she was waiting for Night Soldier to get on with it.
“What is the Intraschool Team Competition?” Courtney whispered beside me, a puzzled look on her face. “I’ve done a ton of research into the Academy and I’ve never heard of it before.”
“Well, he did say that it was new,” I said. “So that’s probably why your research didn’t show—”
I was interrupted by Night Soldier’s voice booming across the Auditorium again, loud enough to drown out the murmurs and questions from the audience. “I know that this announcement has seemingly come out of the blue, but as I said, this competition has been in the works for a few years now. We originally intended to launch it next year, but recent developments have forced us to go ahead and start it this year. With luck, this will become a new tradition that will help unify the school even more in these troubled times.”
“What’s the competition going to actually be about?” Jake suddenly shouted from his seat a few rows down from me and Courtney. I groaned at Jake’s interrupting Night Soldier’s speech. He should have known better than to interrupt the Headmaster.
But Night Soldier didn’t look bothered at all by Jake’s question. He just nodded and said, “Good question. I was just about to get to that. To sum it up briefly, the competition will determine which Team is the best Team in the Academy.”
Night Soldier raised his hand, in which he held a remote, and clicked it. The holographic image changed again, this time showing a tournament-style bracket with all six teams starting at the bottom. I noticed that Team Justice was on the same bracket as Team Mask, while Team Powers, my brother’s Team, was on the same bracket as Team Action. Teams Secret and Cape were on the last bracket.
“As you can tell, we’ve paired up the different Teams to compete against each other,” said Night Soldier. “Over the school year, each Team will work its way up to the top of the bracket by eliminating the other Teams from the competition.”
“So is it going to be like a battle royale or something?” asked a third-year student closer to the stage, whose voice was loud enough that he could be heard clearly despite sitting so far away from everyone else.
“Not exactly,” said Night Soldier, shaking his head. “There won’t be any big Team battles if that’s what you’re asking. Aside from the fact that the Academy lacks the infrastructure necessary for hundreds of students to battle each other at once, the point is not to inflame existing rivalries between the Teams, but rather spur the students in each Team to improve themselves and become better superhumans through friendly competition.”
Night Soldier clicked the remote again and the image changed once more, this time displaying two silhouettes of a male and female superhero fighting each other. “Instead of big battle royales, the battles will consist of the best student, or Champion, from each Team dueling the best student from the opposing Team. So, for example, in the first bracket, Team Justice and Team Mask will send their Champion to duel each other. Whoever wins the duel wins the bracket for their Team, allowing them to move on to the Semifinals, and then onto the Finals, where the two best students in the Academy will fight each other.”
Another hand shot up, this time from a student I recognized as Stewart. “If the best student from each Team is supposed to fight, then doesn’t that mean it’s just gonna be the Top Six fighting each other? That doesn’t sound like a way to increase Team unity to me.”
“Actually, the Top Six are forbidden from being chosen as their Team’s Champion for exactly that reason,” said Night Soldier, nodding at the Tops Six sitting behind him. “Instead, each Team will vote on who they want their Champion to be. Teams can vote for anyone of any year to be their Champion. You can vote for a first-year or a fourth-year or any of the years in between. A Champion need only get a majority of votes from their Team to represent that Team as their Champion in the Competition. If a Champion declines the title, however, then the person who got the second most amount of votes will become Champion instead, and so on.”
That was interesting. I was glad that Stewart brought up the Top Six question. Maybe that was why the Top Six looked bored. They knew they weren’t going to get a chance to participate, so obviously it wasn’t that big of a deal to them.
That assumption of mine was shattered when Night Soldier next said, “Although the Top Six are barred from being chosen as the Champion of their Team, that does not mean that the Top Six will have no role to play at all. The Top Student of their respective Team will act as the mentor and coach of the Champion, giving them the advice and guidance necessary to succeed. They will hold the Champion accountable to their Team and ensure that each Champion competes to the best of their ability in every match.”
That statement got the crowd buzzing again. The Champion would get direct guidance and mentoring from one of the Top Six? That was definitely big news. Although the Top Six were not quite on the same level as the teachers themselves, there was a reason they were considered the Top Six. They were the best of the best that the Academy had to offer and anyone who studied under them would likely grow in leaps and bounds in their abilities as a super. Indeed, I wouldn’t be surprised if some of the third-years were planning to use this opportunity to become a Top Student themselves later on.
Me, I wasn’t so sure. Aside from the fact that the odds of me getting chosen by my Teammates was extremely low, I didn’t know the new Team Justice Top Student well enough to know how helpful she would be to me. A glance at the Top Six showed me that she still looked bored out of her mind and didn’t even seem to be paying attention to Night Soldier’s speech anymore, now juggling two metal balls. That was in stark contrast to the other Top Six, all of whom paid keen attention to every word Night Soldier said.
Who was that girl and how did she get to be in the Top Six? Guess I’d find out later.
“Having said that, voting for Champion will begin tomorrow,” said Night Soldier. He held up his right wrist, displaying a sleek black Team Watch on his arm. “You will be able to cast your vote via your Team Watch. Simply open the menu, navigate to ‘VOTE,’ and it will take you to a page with the names of all your fellow Teammates listed in alphabetical order, along with their super names. All students can only vote once, and once you cast your vote, you cannot take it back. Once everyone has voted, Hector, the Academy’s AI system, will count them up and deliver the results to every student in the Academy later that day. I urge everyone to vote either tonight before bed or tomorrow morning before breakfast. The more students who vote, the more representative of your Team the Champion will be.”
I glanced at my Team Watch, which I had been given when I stepped into the Auditorium earlier. I was tempted to try to vote right now but realized Night Soldier likely wouldn’t appreciate students trying to vote while he was talking.
I wasn’t the only student who had that idea. I saw a handful of other students scattered throughout the crowd who were trying to vote already, though based on their frustrated expressions and cursing, they weren’t having much luck.
“If you are trying to vote now, I’m afraid you won’t have much luck,” said Night Soldier. “The ‘VOTE’ tab will not work until after orientation is over. That is why I suggested waiting until tonight to vote, though you will technically be able to vote as soon as orientation is finished.”
Disappointed and annoyed looks and murmurs spread through the crowd. I noticed that Jake’s friend, Ken, had been among those trying to vote early. He was now pouting, while Jake was laughing at how silly he looked. I felt kind of bad for him, though I noticed that Ken apparently had a growth spurt over the summer, too, because he was now just as tall as Jake.
“With that out of the way, orientation is finished,” said Night Soldier. “While normally I would speak for a little while longer, I am going to dismiss you all early so you will have time to think about your vote. Remember, once a vote is cast, it cannot be taken back, so vote wisely, vote cautiously, and vote with confidence. You are dismissed and may head to your Team Dorms now, where you will find your bags and possessions already awaiting you.”
With that, the crowd of students rose from their seats as one and began to make their way out of the Auditorium. It was a bit chaotic at first as everyone tried to get out at the same time, but with some help from Barney and the other security guards, orderly lines were established and the students were able to get out without trampling over everyone.
Courtney and I, being in the back row, were some of the first students out. I did look down at the stage one last time to see Night Soldier talking seriously with the Top Six. The Team Justice leader, though still juggling her balls, was actually paying attention to Night Soldier now, but it was impossible to tell what Night Soldier was discussing with them. Maybe he was clarifying their role in the tournament or something.
“What do you think about the Competition, Ash?” Courtney asked as we stepped out of the Auditorium’s front doors and into the fresh fall air of the outside.
I scratched the back of my head, stepping off to the side to avoid blocking off the exit for the stream of students behind us. “I’m not sure. Getting mentored by a Top Six student sounds like a dream come true, but I wonder what, exactly, the rules of this tournament entail. I noticed that Night Soldier didn’t give us many details about the tournament itself.”
“I’m sure it won’t be anything too dangerous,” said Courtney, folding her arms across her chest as she stood next to me. “It sounds like it could be a lot of fun, actually.”
I looked at Courtney in puzzlement. “You sound like you want to be the Champion of Team Justice.”
Courtney blushed and looked away. “Well … yes, I do.”
“Why?” I said. “You don’t strike me as the kind of person who wants to be in the spotlight.”
“I’m not,” Courtney admitted, “but I don’t care about attention and accolades. Mostly, I’m interested in getting mentored by Nisha Mars, or, as she is known, Lady of Steel.”
“Is that who our new Team Leader is?” I said, glancing at the Academy doors, from which hundreds of students were still pouring out. “I’ve never seen her before.”
“I don’t know her very well myself,” Courtney said. “But I do know that if she’s the new Top Student of Team Justice, then she has to be good.”
“I dunno,” I said. “She didn’t seem very interested in Night Soldier’s presentation.”
“Probably because she already heard it before, I’m sure,” said Courtney. She hugged herself. “But it doesn’t matter. The reason I want to be the Champion is so I can learn from her. I want to become the best superhero I can be, which means learning from people further along than I am. Even though my grades are pretty good, I feel like I have so much to learn, especially about superhuman culture in general.”
I nodded. Unlike me, Courtney came from a normal family. She was the first and only member of her family to be a super. As a result, there was a lot about superhuman culture that Courtney didn’t know. She was a very smart person and a quick learner, but I was aware of her insecurities about her background, which was probably the main driving force behind her excellent performance in the Academy.
Courtney pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “I’m just not sure I could win it, though. I’m just a second-year, and not even a particularly popular one at that. I expect the Champion will be one of the third- or fourth-years. Probably Sofia. She’s really popular.”
I shuddered. “Ugh. Imagine if Sofia could legitimately call herself the Champion of Team Justice. How big do you think her ego would get? As big as the sun, maybe?”
Courtney chuckled. “Yeah, that would definitely be a disaster. Doesn’t mean she won’t win, though.”
I put a hand on Courtney’s shoulder, causing her to look at me. “Hey, I think you’d make a great Champion of Team Justice. I don’t really want to be the Champion, so I’ll vote for you. I can’t guarantee that anyone else will vote for you, but I will, at least.”
Courtney smiled at me gratefully. “Thanks, Ash. You’re the best.”
I smiled back. “No problem. Now, how’s about we head to our Dorm? We’ve got the second-floor now, right? I’ve wanted to see the second floor dorms for ages. Hopefully, they will be better than the first-floor ones.”
“They’re supposed to be,” said Courtney, “but I’m going to kind of miss the first floor dorms and their paper-thin walls. They made it hard to sleep when the girls next door stayed up all night chatting about boys, but—”
A soft ping interrupted Courtney, the sound coming from my Team Watch. Curious about who was messaging me so soon after orientation, I scrolled past the list of options on my Team Watch and stopped at my Watch’s inbox, underneath the compass app. Tapping the inbox icon, I saw a message with the subject line ‘SUPERHERO APPRENTICESHIP PROGRAM APPLICATION APPROVED!’
I put a hand over my mouth. “Oh my God.”
“What?” said Courtney, leaning toward me eagerly. “Who messaged you?”
I shook my head, trying not to let myself get overwhelmed by the emotions I was feeling. “It’s the Superhero Apprenticeship Program. The application I filed at the end of last year was accepted!”
Courtney’s face broke into a huge smile. “Congrats, Ash! Who are you going to apprentice under? If you say Lady Amazon, I’m going to kill you.”
I chuckled as I opened the message and began to read it. “I doubt it’s Lady Amazon. Probably someone a little lower on the totem … pole …”
My words trailed off as I read the message, mostly because my brain froze with shock when I saw exactly who I was going to be apprenticing under.
The message read thus:
Dear Miss Ashley Jason,
Congratulations! Your application for the Superhero Apprenticeship Program, received May 30th, 2036, has been accepted!
Starting on October 12th, you will apprentice under Sarah ‘Shade’ Bradford, Director of the G-Men, for one week in Washington, D.C.! If the apprenticeship goes well enough, you may be invited to apprentice under her again later this year.
Please respond to this email ASAP so we can confirm you received it and will be ready to leave by the aforementioned date.
Thanks,
The Superhero Apprenticeship Program Team




CHAPTER NINE


You’re apprenticing under the Director of the G-Men?” said Jake the next morning at breakfast. He whistled. “That’s pretty cool. She’s really famous. And powerful.” 
Looking up from my half-eaten pancakes, I glared at Jake. “I thought you were afraid of her.”
“She is kind of scary,” Jake conceded, “but she’s also powerful and really experienced. She’s not as cool as Radicles, but you still ended up with a pretty good super to apprentice under.”
I scowled. I was so offended by what Jake said that I didn’t say anything. I just stuffed more of the cafeteria’s fat, fluffy pancakes drenched in syrup into my mouth and chewed on them angrily.
“I’m with your brother on this,” said Barrett, who sat across from me. He cut off a piece of his sausage patty and popped it into his mouth in one smooth motion. “To me, it sounds like a wonderful opportunity to learn more about how your government deals with supers. If I had been assigned to Shade, I would be quite happy right now. Unfortunately, I got someone else.”
Surprised by Barrett’s admission, I swallowed my pancakes and said, in a slightly exhausted voice, “You applied for the Superhero Apprenticeship Program, too?”
“Of course,” said Barrett, looking at me in surprise. “Did I not tell you? I suppose I must have left the Academy before I got a chance to tell you.”
“But why?” I said, wiping syrup off my mouth with a napkin. “I didn’t think you would be interested in apprenticing under a superhero, seeing as you’re from Superbia.”
“On the contrary, that is exactly why I applied,” said Barrett. He sipped his coffee. “Although there are no superheroes or supervillains in Superbia, I see it as part of my education to learn as much about the wider superhuman community beyond Superbia as I can. That includes apprenticing under your American superheroes, which will hopefully open up new opportunities and expand my horizon a bit.”
Courtney, who sat next to me and was finishing off a banana, snapped her fingers. “Dang it. I didn’t apply for the Program because I didn’t see it that way. Sounds like an exciting learning opportunity to me.”
“There is always next year,” said Barrett. “I would recommend applying as early as possible. I’ve heard it’s actually easier for third- and fourth-year students to get accepted into the Program than second-years, so you may have an easier time getting accepted in a year, especially if you have good grades.”
Swallowing a piece of bacon, I said, “So who are you apprenticing under, then, Barrett?”
Barrett glanced at his Team Watch and squinted. “I am apprenticing under a superhero named Radicles, who apparently lives in Phoenix, Arizona.” He looked at me blankly. “I have never heard of Radicles or Phoenix.”
“I know who he is,” said Jake excitedly. “Radicles is kind of an old-timer, but he’s also one of the raddest supers ever. Now I wish I had gotten accepted.”
I looked at Jake in confusion. “Wait, you actually applied for the Program? When did you do that?”
“Same time as you,” said Jake. He folded his arms in front of his chest and pouted. “But no one accepted me, so I didn’t bother telling anyone. I’m not sure why.”
“Is it because your grades maybe aren’t the best?” I said. “I’ve seen your scorecard. You just barely managed to pass your finals last year.”
“My grades are just fine,” said Jake defensively. “It’s not my fault the teachers gave us homework that didn’t make sense.”
I rolled my eyes. “You could have also played fewer video games with Ken and maybe spent a bit more time actually studying, you know.”
“Whatever, sis,” said Jake. “Don’t rub it in that you’re the model student and I’m not. But if you really don’t want to apprentice under Shade, I’ll gladly take your place. Probably a lot more interesting than sitting in class all day.”
I shook my head. “Sorry. Although I’m no fan of Shade, I’m still going to apprentice under her. SAP is really competitive, so I don’t have a choice in the matter.”
“I still do not get your lack of enthusiasm over being chosen by Shade,” said Barrett. He sipped his coffee again before putting it back down on the table. “If given the chance, I would have picked her over this ‘Radicles’ fellow, whoever he is.”
I stirred my oatmeal as I tried to figure out how to put my feelings into words. “It’s just that I met her once and I’m not really sure I like her all that much.”
“You did?” said Barrett, tilting his head to the side. “When did you meet her?”
Seeing no reason to hide what happened the night before from Barrett, I quickly filled him in on the Guardians’ attack on our house and how the G-Men had transported me and Jake to the Academy for safety reasons. I’d already filled Courtney in on the attack last night after my acceptance email came in, so it was easy to tell Barrett, who I considered one of my few friends at the Academy, about it as well.
“And that’s how I know her,” I finished. I pulled Shade’s business card out of my pocket and placed it on the table. “She even gave me her freaking business card. She must have known already that I was going to be apprenticing under her and was trolling me with that card. Barrett?”
Barrett, however, did not seem to be paying attention to anything I was saying. He stared into his coffee, looking like he was trying to restrain himself from doing something he might regret. That was both weird and a little concerning at the same time.
“Barrett?” said Courtney, reaching across the table to touch him. “Are you okay? You seem upset.”
Barrett looked up suddenly, causing Courtney to pull back. Fire flashed in his eyes briefly. “I cannot believe what you just told me, Ashley.”
I looked at Barrett in confusion. “About Shade trolling me?”
Barrett shook his head violently. “No. The Guardians. My father had warned me about them before I came to America, but never in a million years would I have ever thought that one of my new American friends would end up nearly killed by them. Why are they allowed to operate in America at all?”
“Technically, they aren’t,” said Jake, resting his chin on his open palm. “The government branded them a terrorist organization five years ago. They’re just really good at hiding from the authorities.”
“Simply ridiculous,” said Barrett. He held up his greasy fork like a sword. “In Superbia, such a group would never be allowed to exist. They would most certainly not be allowed to try to murder innocent super babies in their homes. Any individual or group who tried such a thing in Superbia would quickly find themselves dead.”
“Aren’t there normals in Superbia?” I said. “I mean, I doubt the Guardians exist there, but—”
“No,” said Barrett. “I mean, normals can become citizens, but it’s harder for them than for supers and few do. Normals can visit sometimes, but only under certain circumstances approved by my father and the Tribunal. Otherwise, normals are forbidden from crossing Superbia’s border. And this is exactly why.”
“Hey, most normals don’t like those Guardian guys, either,” said Courtney. “They might claim to fight for normals, but trust me, they really only fight for themselves.”
“I did not mean to paint all normals with a broad brush, Courtney,” said Barrett, though there was still a tinge of anger in his voice. “It’s just that this is why my father is so insistent on Superbia remaining super. Superbia is meant to be a sanctuary for supers from the normal world. It is nothing personal. I truly have no personal animosity towards normals myself. I’m just angry about the existence of such an obviously evil group of people in America. That is all.”
I sipped from my milk carton. Barrett was a decent guy and a loyal friend, but despite his protests, he did seem to have a fairly low opinion of normals. Granted, he did come from a country ruled by supers, so it made sense, but I noticed that he would occasionally let his bias show.
On the other hand, I couldn’t really blame him. The Guardians posed a threat not just to the superhuman community in general, but to my family in particular. And even more particularly, they were after Ronny, my baby brother, for no reason other than the fact that he was a baby. Seen in that light, Barrett’s anger was understandable, although I doubted I’d be able to convince Dad to move our family to Superbia. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to move there myself.
“As I said, I don’t like the Guardians very much, either,” said Courtney, “but I hope you understand that most normals are good people. Not all of them are raging bigots who want to kill all supers.”
“I am perfectly aware of that fact, Courtney,” said Barrett, his tone rising again. “I’m just saying that in Superbia—”
“—it rains chocolate and their garbage smell like roses,” said Theo, appearing literally out of nowhere and sitting down in between me and Courtney, forcing us apart. “Isn’t that how your national anthem goes?”
Startled, I looked at Theo and said, “Where did you come from?”
Theo nodded at the line at the cafeteria. “The cafeteria, obviously.”
“No, I mean—” I shook my head. “Who invited you to sit here?”
“No one,” said Theo innocently as he took a bite out of his donut, which I noticed was the only thing on his tray. “I just thought that family would be welcome at this table, but I guess not.”
I was about to tell Theo off, but then Barrett snorted loudly, stood up, and said, “I am done eating. I think I shall head to class now. See you later.”
With that, Barrett marched away from the table. He dumped all of his trash into a garbage can, including the tray, and stormed out of the door, nearly knocking down a couple of scared-looking first-year girls on his way out.
Theo waved mockingly. “Bye, Big Bear! Watch your step. Don’t want to trip.”
“Big Bear?” I said, looking at Theo in confusion. “Why are you calling him Big Bear?”
“Because it sounds like Barrett,” Theo replied. “And like a bear, he’s really grumpy most of the time, so it works.”
I sighed in annoyance. I had forgotten that Theo was still at the Academy. I guess a part of me had hoped that he might have been expelled yesterday for instigating a fight with Barrett, but apparently not. “At least he’s not a brat.”
“Whatever, cuz,” said Theo. “But you should have seen Big Bear when the Fashionista took us to her office. He looked so ashamed of himself I almost felt sorry for him. Key word ‘almost.’ ”
“What did the Fashionista tell you yesterday, anyway?” I said. “Barrett wouldn’t talk about it.”
“She just told us to be on our best behavior and stop fighting with each other,” said Theo with a shrug. “She also told us not to interact with each other for a week. I think that’s why Big Bear got up and left. Or maybe he’s going to go get some honey. Not sure.”
It took all of my willpower not to strangle Theo to death right there and then. “So you deliberately chased him off.”
“Not deliberately, cuz,” said Theo. “As I said, I saw family and decided that this table was where I was meant to be. Don’t have any friends at the moment, so I had to sit somewhere.”
“Gee, I wonder why,” said Courtney in a dry voice. “You have such a charming personality.”
“I know,” said Theo, apparently missing her sarcasm. “And an amazing fashion sense. Well, when I’m not forced to wear one of these dinky uniforms, anyway.”
Theo gestured at the blue-and-black Academy uniform he wore, which was when I noticed the patch on his right breast. It depicted a trench-coat-wearing detective peering into a magnifying glass like he was searching for clues.
“What Team did you end up in?” I said.
Theo flashed me an annoying smirk. “Secret.”
“Why is it a secret?” I said.
Theo laughed. “It’s not a secret. I mean it’s Team Secret.”
Internally, I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d been worried that Theo had ended up getting sorted into Team Justice, but it sounded like Hector had decided to show me mercy and put him in another Team. That was probably for the best. The Academy really didn’t need a fourth murder after going three years since the last one.
“Not that I care, however,” said Theo. He leaned closer to me. “I heard on the grapevine that you got into SAP.”
“Yeah, and Barrett did, too,” I said. “So?”
“Congrats,” said Theo. “That means you’ve both saps.”
“Saps?” I said. “We are not saps.”
“Hey, don’t get angry at me,” said Theo, holding up his spoon defensively. “I just heard that term from a girl from your Team, Sofia or something. Apparently, that’s the term students use to describe kids like yourself who get accepted into the program.”
I huffed. “Of course Sofia would say something like that. She’s probably just jealous.”
“You don’t know that,” said Theo. “What if she got accepted into SAP, too?”
“Unlikely,” I said. “Sofia might be the most popular girl in the school, but somehow I doubt that translates to good grades in the classroom, which you need to apply.”
“Perhaps,” said Theo. He shrugged. “I don’t really know anything, seeing as I just got here. But I will likely apply for SAP in my second-year. I expect to be accepted right away because my grades will undoubtedly be outstanding.”
I resisted the urge to roll my eyes into the back of my head, but Jake said, “Like you, huh?”
“Exactly like me,” said Theo. “Thanks for noticing.”
Before either Jake or I could respond to that spectacular display of arrogance, Courtney said, “I just want to become my Team’s Champion. That’s all.”
“I do as well,” said Theo. “I’ve been telling everyone I know in my Team to vote for me. I already voted for myself this morning, so that’s one vote, at least.”
“I voted for myself, too,” said Jake with a nod, “but frankly, I think Steven Wit, one of our fourth-years, is more likely to get it than me. He’s really popular, especially with the girls.”
“And I don’t care,” I said with a shrug. “So I voted for Courtney, meaning she’s got two votes now.”
“When will we find out who the Champions are again?” said Theo.
“Tonight,” said Courtney with a nod. “Supposedly before curfew. They want to give everyone time to vote.”
“Why can’t they announce it earlier?” said Theo in frustration. He sighed. “Oh, well. I can wait. I’m sure the wait will be worth it, especially when I win.”
“Don’t count your chickens before they hatch, Theo,” I said. “You’re brand new here. You’re probably not well-known enough to win the election.”
Theo chuckled. “You’re funnier than I remembered, cuz. Have you been taking improv classes?”
I stared blankly at Theo. “What’s so funny? I’m just stating the truth.”
“What you say is the truth,” said Theo, “but as you said, we’ll see. In any case, I need to get going now that I’ve finished my donut. See ya!”
Theo snapped his fingers and vanished on the spot. He reappeared at the cafeteria doors less than a second later and walked out, humming a tune under his breath that I didn’t recognize.
“Your cousin is weird,” said Courtney, looking at me. “You know that?”
“I’ve always known that, Courtney,” I said with a sigh. “But I really do hope you get the title of Champion. You deserve it.”
“Thanks, Ash,” said Courtney. “I hope I get it, too. But don’t you think we should also get going to class? I’m done with my breakfast and I don’t want to be late for the first class of the year.”
I nodded and stood up. “Sure. If we leave now, we should reach the Gym with plenty of time to spare.”
After saying goodbye to Jake, who also had a class to get to, Courtney and I dumped our trash out and left the Auditorium.
As we walked out of the Auditorium, I looked around for Barrett but did not see him anywhere. I suppose we would probably see him at Combat class this morning, but I hoped he wasn’t too angry. I considered Barrett a friend and didn’t want him to avoid me just because of my stupid cousin.
But more importantly, I was wondering what Shade’s game was with picking me as her apprentice. My apprenticeship didn’t start until next month, but that just meant I would have a lot of time to speculate on why she was so interested in me.
And whether her intentions for me were good … or bad.




CHAPTER TEN


Knocking on the door to Professor Hernandez’s office, I stepped into the room, saying, “Hi, Professor Hernandez. How have you—” 
I stopped speaking when I saw that Professor Hernandez was not alone. He sat at his desk, talking with a hologram of some guy I didn’t recognize. The guy looked like a detective in a trench-coat and spoke with a soft Japanese accent with Professor Hernandez.
“… The investigation is coming along well,” the man said. “I’ve got a new lead from one of my sources in the underworld, but I’ll have to disappear for a while, so you might not hear from me for another month or two.”
“That’s fine, Hiro,” said Professor Hernandez. He leaned forward suddenly, his gaze intensifying behind his horn-rimmed glasses. “But please get to the bottom of this mystery, all right? The Academy depends on it.”
“Sure thing,” said the detective. “Now I need to go. I’ll call you when it won’t get me killed.”
With that, the detective’s hologram flickered and vanished. Professor Hernandez sighed and leaned back in his office chair, looking much older than he normally did. Streaks of gray could be seen in his dark hair as he took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes.
“Um, Professor?” I said, standing in the doorway hesitantly. “Do you need me to come back at another time or—?”
Professor Hernandez practically jumped out of his chair when I spoke. He looked at me suddenly, his eyes wide with shock. “Oh, Ashley! Sorry. I didn’t hear you enter. I just got off the holo-phone with someone. What brings you here?”
I blinked. “Our nightly updates, remember? I’m supposed to come to you every night before bed to get my vitals taken and report on the Super Pill’s effects on my body. Hope you haven’t forgotten that already.”
Professor Hernandez shook his head. “Oh, no, no, of course not. I haven’t forgotten our nightly meetings. I’ve just been so distracted with work recently that my mind is a little frazzled. Please take a seat and I’ll take your blood pressure first.”
Deciding that it would be rude to turn around and leave, I walked over to his desk and sat down on the chair in front of his desk.
Professor Hernandez, on the other hand, stood up and hurriedly got the blood pressure machine set up. He fumbled a bit with the strap as he wrapped it around my arm, pulling it a bit too tightly for my liking before turning on the machine itself and sitting back down at his desk.
“There,” said Professor Hernandez, readjusting his glasses as he leaned back in his chair. “How, uh, was your summer, Ashley? Good?”
I nodded, although I noticed the Professor still seemed a little distracted. “It was nice. We went to Grandma’s beach house in Galveston, which was fun. How was yours?”
“Good, good,” said Professor Hernandez distractedly. He ran a hand through his hair and glanced at the blood pressure monitor. “Not as fun as going to the beach, but I did get a lot of research done. One of the benefits of not having to teach multiple different classes of students every day.”
I tilted my head to the side. Professor Hernandez had a tendency to get distracted at times—he was the stereotypical absentminded professor—but he was obviously distracted by something else right now. It probably had to do with that detective he was just talking to on the holo-phone. What was this ‘Hiro’ guy doing that was so important that the Academy depended on it?
Right before I could ask, the blood pressure monitor beeped, causing Professor Hernandez to start again. He relaxed, however, when he realized it was just the machine and glanced at it. “Hmm, your blood pressure looks good, if a little high. Is that due to the Super Pill?”
I shook my head as I held out my arm, allowing Professor Hernandez to undo the blood pressure monitor around my arm. “No. It’s probably because a terrorist broke into my house yesterday to kill my baby brother. Almost killed me, too.”
Professor Hernandez, to my surprise, just nodded in understanding. “Yes, Bolt called me earlier this morning and told me that the Guardians attacked your house.”
“A Guardian attacked our house,” I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. “And fortunately for us, he was a newbie who pretty much had no idea what he was doing. He still almost killed me and Ronny, though.”
Professor Hernandez sighed as he put the blood pressure monitor back into its box. “I know. The Guardians are much more dangerous than they look. They might not have any superpowers, but they’re very good at killing those who do.”
I nodded. “I know. And I still can’t get over the fact that they tried to kill a baby. Seriously, I get going after adult supers, but babies? We have no idea if Ronny will even have powers. Just ‘cause your parents are supers doesn’t automatically mean you are one.”
“True,” said Professor Hernandez, “but hate is rarely rational. Which is why they also have a tendency to go after normals like me.”
“The Guardians have gone after you?” I said, staring at Professor Hernandez in confusion. “But you’re a normal.”
That was true. Out of all of the teachers in the Academy, Professor Dean Hernandez was the first and only normal teacher. He had been hired due to his extensive knowledge and understanding of neogenetics. In fact, Professor Hernandez probably understood my body better than I did. Fortunately for us, he was also very pro-superhuman in general and was interested in developing cures for superhuman disorders like Hernandez’s Disease, which was named after his uncle, Nathanial Hernandez, who discovered it. That was why I came to his office every night while I was in school so we could talk about my disorder.
Professor Hernandez chuckled. “Oh, they haven’t actually sent someone to kill me yet, but trust me, I’ve received plenty of death threats from the Guardians over the years.”
“Why?” I said. “The Guardians are supposed to love normals, right? So why would they send you, a normal, death threats?”
Professor Hernandez took his glasses off and began rubbing them on the edge of his lab coat. “They see me as a ‘race traitor,’ a term I am all too familiar with from, er, other contexts. The Guardians say they love normals, but only if you agree with them. A normal who doesn’t agree with their extremist methods, beliefs, and rhetoric is just as bad as a super to them, if not worse. That I also want to help supers medically probably makes me even worse in their eyes.”
“So why haven’t they tried to kill you yet?” I said. “You’re just a normal. You’d be an easy target.”
“Mostly because I tend to stay in the Academy campus,” said Professor Hernandez. “The Guardians are good at sounding tough, but they’re smart enough to know that they could never take the Academy, Hero Island, or any other location with a superhuman majority. Plus, I have a few tricks up my sleeve that would make attacking me very unwise.”
I frowned. “And those tricks would be—?”
“It’s not important,” said Professor Hernandez, shaking his head. “What is important is preparing you for the new school year. And by that, I mean medically prepared so your condition doesn’t affect your schoolwork.”
“I’m not sure what else to tell you, Professor,” I said. “I emailed you once a week over the summer about how I felt. I still feel as good as ever. The Super Pill still seems to be working.”
“I know,” said Professor Hernandez. He opened the drawers of his desk and pulled out a plastic orange medicine bottle, which he placed on the desk between us. “But I’ve used your feedback to improve on the Super Pill’s formula. And now, I want you to take this.”
I picked up the bottle, popped open the lid, and peered inside.
The bottle was full of pills that looked similar to the Super Pill, but these ones were blue rather than red. They were a good deal smaller, too, at least half the size of the Super Pill. They were so small that I could probably swallow them without any water.
“What are these?” I said, looking up at Professor Hernandez curiously. “They don’t look like the Super Pill.”
“That’s because they’re the new and improved version of the Super Pill,” said Professor Hernandez, rubbing his hands together gleefully. “Remember, the Super Pill was always an experimental drug. I didn’t know for sure what it would do until I started giving it to you, but now that I have an idea of the Super Pill’s side effects, I took your feedback and improved on the formula over the summer.”
I fingered one of the blue pills out of the bottle and held it in my palm. It looked so small even in my hands, which weren’t very big. “Exactly how did you improve on the formula?”
“In multiple ways,” said Professor Hernandez eagerly. “First off, I eliminated the ingredients that caused drowsiness. Additionally, I made the Pills themselves smaller, including only what is strictly necessary to help manage your condition. As well, I increased its concentration of the ingredient that deals with your powers, meaning that you should feel even less pain than normal. It’s not quite perfect, however, so I will still need you to report to me every night before curfew as usual.”
I looked at Professor Hernandez in disappointment. “Manage my condition, huh? I guess we still don’t have a cure.”
Professor Hernandez sighed. “Unfortunately, no. But look on the bright side, Ashley. Thanks to your help, we are now closer to finding a cure for your condition than we ever were before. Even if you’re not yet cured, this experiment has been far more successful than I could have hoped for.”
I nodded. Intellectually, I knew that Professor Hernandez was right, but emotionally, I was still disappointed that we hadn’t discovered a cure yet. I knew that was a little silly, given how long it usually took to develop reliable medicine that actually cured disease, but I guess I just got my hopes up. Oh, well. A treatment was better than nothing, so I couldn’t really complain.
“Although I do think the new Super Pill is an improvement from the original formula, I’ve made a few changes to how you should take it,” said Professor Hernandez. “First, I want you to take it in the morning before breakfast rather than at night before bed.”
“Why?” I said, looking up at Professor Hernandez curiously.
“Because this version of the Pill is even less compatible with food than the original version,” Professor Hernandez replied. “As well, I want you to take it once every two days rather than once a day.”
My heart began beating rapidly when Professor Hernandez said that. “Every two days? But I’ll hurt myself if I do that.”
“If this works out the way I think, you won’t,” said Professor Hernandez. “The formula, as I said, is much stronger than the original. Each one of those little pills has as much strength as one of the original pills. Hence why I want you to take it every other day rather than every day. Plus, you don’t want to be on this Pill forever, right?”
I bit my lower lip. “Yeah, but—”
“Then follow my orders and you should be fine,” said Professor Hernandez. “But if this doesn’t work, we can always go back to every day. Deal?”
I glanced uncertainly at the orange bottle but nodded. “Fair enough. You haven’t led me wrong yet, so I can trust you on this, at least.”
“Good to hear,” said Professor Hernandez. “Now, I want you to take your first Pill tomorrow morning as soon as you wake—”
My Team Watch began beeping loudly, the sound making both of us start.
“What is that sound?” said Professor Hernandez, looking around in alarm.
“It’s my Team Watch,” I said, raising my right wrist. “It’s beeping. But I’m not sure why.”
Without warning, a mini-hologram appeared on the face of my Watch. It was Nisha Mars, the current Top Student of Team Justice. She looked much the same as she did back in the Auditorium, only this time she was standing up and tossing her metal ball up and down in her hand like a baseball.
“Hello, fellow Team Justice Teammates!” said Nisha, waving in a friendly way. “This is your Top Student, Nisha Mars, delivering a special announcement from Hector.”
Nisha had a curious accent when she spoke. She sounded vaguely Jamaican, though maybe I was only surprised because this was the first time I’d ever heard her speak.
“As you all know, voting for the Champion of Team Justice ended five minutes ago,” Nisha continued. “Hector has tallied up the votes for each Team and chosen our Champions. It’s up to us, the Top Students, to tell the rest of y’all who won.”
Oh. I’d forgotten that voting for the Team Champions ended tonight. Courtney probably knew that already. I wasn’t sure if she won or not, but I knew that she had managed to convince our other dormmates to vote for her and even got a couple of the second-year guys to vote for her, including Barrett. Whether she won or lost, I was going to be there for her regardless, because that was what friends did.
But even I wasn’t prepared for Nisha’s next announcement, which caused the world to drop out from under my feet:
Nisha pulled out a card from nowhere and, reading off it, said, “With a total of 20 votes—more than any other member of our Team—the Champion of Team Justice is none other than Ashley Jason.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN


The next month seemed to pass by in a blur. I barely remembered most of the day to day activities I did, such as what I learned in class, had for lunch, and so on. I vividly remembered taking the new and improved Super Pill, mostly because it had an extremely bitter taste to it that made me want to wash out my mouth with soap. Maybe a messed-up memory was one of the Pill’s unintended side effects. 
What I did remember was the flurry of activity that happened after I learned that I was the Champion. When I got back to the Team Justice Dorms after my appointment with Professor Hernandez, I was greeted by nearly the entirety of Team Justice. From the newest first-years to the veteran fourth-years and everyone in between, it was easily the most students I’d ever seen in the commons at one time. Nearly everyone congratulated me on my overwhelming victory. Heck, even Sofia congratulated me, though she didn’t seem nearly as happy as everyone else.
Nisha, naturally, was part of the welcoming committee. She was much taller in person than I realized. She wasn’t quite as tall as Jake, but she was taller than me, forcing me to crane my neck to look up at her. She was also a good deal thinner than me, looking almost anorexic. But she hugged me tighter than anyone else and told me that she would get me started on my training right away.
But one person was missing from the commons when I got there: Courtney. No matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t find her anywhere. I asked Donna, one of our other dormmates, where Courtney was and she told me that Courtney went to bed early. She apparently wanted to be well-rested for our first day of class tomorrow and went to bed as soon as Nisha announced the Champion.
At first glance, that sounded like something Courtney would do. She was an even more studious student than I was and was not a night owl like some of the girls in our Dorm.
But frankly, I knew the real reason she went to bed early and wasn’t part of the congratulating party: She was disappointed she didn’t win. I imagined that she was probably crushed by the fact that I’d won the title of Champion, getting more votes than anyone else.
Honestly, I felt bad about getting the title. Courtney wanted—and frankly deserved—it way more than I did. She had put far more effort into getting people to vote for her than I did. Heck, I didn’t even vote for myself. I voted for Courtney and backed her up every time she asked someone to vote for her.
Yet somehow, against all odds, I’d gotten the title. And worse, I couldn’t even give it up to Courtney. The title of Champion would apparently be passed onto the second place runner-up if I refused it. That would be Sofia because Nisha said she came in second place. And I really doubted that Sofia would be nice enough to give the title to Courtney, so I was forced to keep it.
I did manage to extract myself from the party and go back to our dorm on the second floor, but by the time I got there, Courtney was fast asleep. I didn’t try to wake her up, but I made a mental note to talk to her first thing tomorrow morning and hopefully explain what happened.
As it turned out, however, I never got a chance to do that, either. Courtney got up long before the rest of us, had breakfast before us, and got to class before us. Even though Courtney and I had the same classes, Courtney didn’t sit next to me anymore. She would always conveniently sit on the exact opposite end of the class, usually as far away from me as possible. She also would not make eye contact with me or even talk to me except when necessary. At mealtimes, she would eat her food outside of the cafeteria, generally somewhere I couldn’t find her. Sometimes she would just flat-out disappear and no one would know where she was.
You’d think I’d get a chance to talk to her before bed, seeing as we stayed in the same dorm and all. But no. She was usually fast asleep in bed before the rest of us and always woke up earlier than me or the other girls. It was actually kind of amazing how good Courtney was at avoiding me. It made me wonder if her real power was some kind of stealth or chameleon power, rather than her actual vision-based powers.
In any case, I ended up talking to Cora Bistro, my best normal friend about it, about a week after I got the title of Champion. Cora was thrilled that I’d won such an important title but was as confused as I was as to why Courtney was avoiding me. I told her that I thought it was because Courtney was devastated at her loss, but I still didn’t know either way. Cora also had no suggestions for cornering Courtney, other than to keep my eyes open for any opportunities to talk with Courtney alone. Like I wasn’t doing that already.
I also got a chance to talk to Dad about Ronny. Several NHA members were now protecting Mom and Dad’s house from the Guardians full-time. But the Guardians had yet to send any more agents after Ronny, nor had Dad heard any updates from the G-Men on the Guardian who had attacked my house. He congratulated me on becoming the Team Justice Champion and assured me that they were all safe back home and that Jake and I just needed to focus on our studies and not worry about them.
That was a relief to hear, but I had to admit I was still anxious. That Guardian had sounded like a religious zealot with the way he described Ronny as ‘ending the world.’ It was good that the NHA had sent members to protect the house, which would hopefully discourage the Guardians from trying again, but knowing how zealous the Guardians were, I was less than optimistic about that. Still, I couldn’t do anything about that at the moment, so I decided to take Dad’s advice and focus on my studies some more.
Aside from a potentially damaged friendship with Courtney, the next month went by rather smoothly. Classes were, as I expected, harder than our first-year classes. I took pretty much all the same classes as I did last year, but the material was so much more advanced than what I was learning last year that it was a struggle to keep up at times. Professor Hernandez’s Neogenetics class, in particular, kicked my butt.
But it was Combat class where my butt got kicked, almost literally. Although I’d come a long way from the clumsy, inefficient fighter I was when I first started going to the Academy, I still wasn’t the best fighter around. It didn’t help that our teacher, Sea Sister, seemed to take delight in kicking our butts. She would even take on three or four of us at a time and still beat us, usually without using her powers. I probably was learning a lot—Sea Sister was one of the best teachers in the Academy for a reason—but did learning have to hurt so much?
And despite what Nisha told me when I got elected, we didn’t start our training sessions right away. I kept trying to corner her so we could schedule them, but Nisha always seemed to find a way to get away from me. She was almost as good at avoiding me as Courtney, although unlike Courtney, I couldn’t even guess why Nisha kept putting off our training session. The first duel of the Competition was going to be before Christmas break, which meant we had a little over two months to prepare. Yet Nisha didn’t seem concerned that I might not get enough training in before the first match.
I did manage to find out who the other Team Champions were. Jake, much to his disappointment, didn’t get elected to be the Champion of Team Powers. That would be a third-year called Sean Gonzales, who apparently got the title by a mere two votes more than the person who came behind him. The other Champions from the other Teams were mostly people I didn’t know, except for one: Team Secret.
I was shocked to learn that Theo was the Champion of Team Secret. He bragged about it to me at lunch the morning after the results were announced. I didn’t believe him at first until Theo showed me the gold star on his Team Watch that all Champions got. I found it very suspicious that Theo, a first-year student with no friends, had somehow gotten enough votes from his Team to become his Team’s Champion. But then, I found it odd how I won despite doing no campaigning whatsoever.
Regardless, Theo acted even more smug and self-righteous than ever, even though Team Secret was probably the most obscure and least important Team in the Academy. He also was starting to get a fan club of fellow Team Secret members, mostly first- and second-years, who apparently thought he was the hottest thing ever. It got to the point that I started avoiding him where possible, which was funny when I thought about it. It seemed like a lot of people were avoiding me nowadays and now here I was, avoiding my cousin because I couldn’t stand his ego.
I guess that was why I was looking forward to my apprenticeship. I was still pretty skeptical about the G-Men in general and Shade in particular, but I’d get to leave the Academy for a whole week, which meant I wouldn’t have to suffer through more of Theo’s bragging at breakfast. At this point, fighting dangerous supervillains who actively tried to kill me sounded preferable to being around Theo.
But I was about to learn that you better be careful what you wish for because you just might get it …




CHAPTER TWELVE


Sunday, October 12, 2036, 7:02 AM … 
A cold fall breeze blasted through the area in front of the Auditorium, causing me to shiver and pull my coat more tightly around my body. A glance at my Team Watch showed that it was just above freezing this morning, which was actually a lot warmer than it had been recently, but still too cold for this Texas girl’s comfort.
I was glad I had had the foresight to pack my big, black winter coat before leaving home. Although bulky and unwieldy, it was also extremely warm and cozy. I was cold now, though, because I’d forgotten to button up correctly, so I had to redo my buttons hastily. That was difficult thanks to the thick pink-and-white gloves I wore, though luckily my long hair wasn’t blowing around in the wind due to my black cap.
As I finished adjusting the buttons, I looked around at my surroundings, wondering where the heck Shade was. The email I’d received from her last week told me to wait for her in front of the Omega Man statue at seven o’clock sharp. It was just a few minutes past seven, true, but the cold weather was making me more irritable than usual and I wondered if Shade was always this late or if something had happened at G-Men HQ to delay her arrival.
Today was the day I’d begin my enrollment in the Superhero Apprenticeship Program, or, as it was also known, SAP. I was supposed to spend the entire week, Sunday to Sunday, in Washington, D.C., where I would work alongside Shade and presumably other G-Men agents to get an idea of what life was like as a G-Men agent. If I completed the program successfully, I would get course credit to make up for the time I spent away from class, meaning that I might even be able to graduate early if I did well enough in this program.
As I said before, Shade herself had emailed me with the time and location where we were supposed to meet up. She did not say exactly how she was going to pick me up, but I assumed shadow travel would be involved like the last time Shade came here. I’d packed my bag with enough clothing to last the whole week, but aside I really wasn’t sure what to expect.
Aside from Shade and Hogarth, my experience with the G-Men was extremely limited. I was aware that they worked for the government and often worked alongside the NHA and INJ to deal with certain superhuman or extraterrestrial threats, but beyond that, I knew little about their inner-workings. This apprenticeship would presumably fill in the gaps in my knowledge about the G-Men, though something told me it wouldn’t make me any more likely to want to work for them when I graduated.
“Fancy seeing you here, Ashley,” said a posh, arrogant voice that was way too familiar. “Going somewhere?”
I whipped my head to the side to see Sofia Rogers, of all people, walking toward me. She wore a big white jacket with pink frills, an equally pink scarf around her neck, and a bright pink cap on her head. All which looked way more expensive than my own winter gear. Even her wheeled suitcase, rolling along smoothly behind, looked more expensive than my bag.
“Sofia?” I said, looking at Sofia in confusion. “What are you doing here?”
Sofia came to a stop a few feet from me, a smirk on her lips. “I was about to ask you the same question. I’m waiting for Sarah to show up so I can start my apprenticeship.”
I tilted my head to the side. “Sarah? You mean Shade?”
“Of course,” said Sofia. “Why? Are you waiting for her, too?”
“Yeah, I am,” I said. “I’m going to be apprenticing under her in SAP as well.”
“Ah,” said Sofia, who looked—and-sounded—a little displeased. “I heard you got accepted into the program, but I didn’t realize you and I were apprenticing under the same hero.”
“That’s what I don’t get,” I said. I pulled open my inbox on my Team Watch and read the acceptance email. “My acceptance email made it sound like I was going to be Shade’s only apprentice.”
“Wrong,” said Sofia, shaking her head. “Up to two students can be apprenticed to the same super per year. That’s what the program’s terms say. Didn’t you read them?”
I gulped and shook my head. “No, I didn’t.”
“Figures,” Sofia said. “And this isn’t my first time apprenticing under Shade, either. I apprenticed with her last year when I first applied for the Program. I did such a good job that Shade told me she was definitely going to pick me again. Though she didn’t tell me that she was planning to pick … you as well.”
I knew that Sofia wanted to say a word other than ‘you’ toward me, but she seemed to think better of it at the last minute.
“It’s a surprise to both of us,” I said.
“But not a surprise to me,” said a familiar amused voice to my right.
Looking to my right, I saw Shade leaning against the right leg of the Omega Man statue, her arms folded in front of her chest and a deeply amused smile on her lips. She waved at us both when we looked at her and said, “You found me! Good job. You’re off to a good start already. Give me a sec to get down there.”
A slide made of shadow suddenly appeared at the base of the statue, which Shade slid down like a kid. She got to her feet as soon as she hit the bottom, however, and walked over to us like she did that sort of thing every day.
“Hi, Sofia,” said Shade to Sofia with a smile. “How was your summer? Did you have fun in Cancun?”
“Of course,” said Sofia, shooting Shade an equally big smile. “I got to go surfing every day. It was amazing. How was your summer? Did you and Derek have fun?”
Shade sighed. “Not as much as you. But we did visit Italy for a week. Good vacation. I really needed it after working so hard.”
I was taken aback by how casually Shade and Sofia spoke to each other. They must have hit it off really well during Sofia’s first apprenticeship.
“Italy?” said Sofia, putting her hands on her cheeks. “I love Italy! We spent a summer in my grandfather’s villa when I was ten. Best summer ever!”
I coughed, causing both Shade and Sofia to look at me as if they had forgotten I was there. “I know you two are friends and all, but I’d like to get going now so we can start our apprenticeship.”
Sofia scowled at me, obviously annoyed by my interruption, while Shade clapped her hands together and said, “Of course! That’s the whole reason I’m here, after all. It’s a good excuse to get out of the office. You’d be surprised by how much paperwork I have to fill out every day as the Director of the G-Men.”
Then Shade looked at me and smiled. “By the way, do you still have the business card I gave you? The one with my name on it?”
Sofia shifted her gaze from me to Shade suddenly. “Wait, you’ve already met?”
“Sure,” said Shade, nodding. “I transported Ashley and her brother here last month. That basically makes us besties.”
I cringed. “First off, you’re an adult woman, so please don’t use outdated slang like ‘besties.’ And second, we are not besties. We barely even know each other.”
Shade chuckled. “That’s what I’m going to change this week! By the end of it, I’m sure all three of us will be besties forever.”
Sofia and I exchanged uncertain glances. I wondered if it was worth explaining to Shade how Sofia had already tried to ruin my reputation several times since I started going to school with her. That did not seem like the foundation for a healthy friendship, but Shade would probably not care about our interpersonal drama.
Shade suddenly held out her hands. “Okay, I need you guys to grab my hands so we can shadow travel back to HQ. Remember to hold on tightly, and whatever you do, don’t scream.”
I gulped, but grabbed Shade’s right hand, while Sofia took her left. As soon as we took her hand, Shade’s grip tightened considerably, which surprised me because Shade honestly didn’t look that muscular or strong.
“All right,” said Shade, raising our hands overhead. “On the count of three, we’ll jump. One … two … three!”
Shade jumped backward into the shadows cast by the Omega Man statue, with Sofia and I jumping with her. Instead of landing on solid ground like normal, however, the three of us fell into total, pitch-black darkness.
Once again, I felt wind rushing by me like we were flying through the sky. Although Shade had a strong grip on me, I nonetheless held onto her as tightly as possible. I still didn’t know what would happen if I let go of her hand, but I wasn’t adventurous enough to find out. I couldn’t see Sofia, but I assumed she was probably hanging onto Shade for dear life, too.
Then a light appeared up ahead and we zoomed through it like a cannon. We landed on solid concrete feet first and I would have stumbled to my knees if I hadn’t been holding Shade’s hand. As it was, I just felt woozy and slightly sick, though noticeably better than I did the first time I shadow-traveled with Shade. Perhaps my body was getting used to it.
But my eyes weren’t getting used to going from complete darkness to bright light. It took my eyes several seconds to adjust to the abrupt change in lighting.
We stood in some kind of underground concrete chamber that I didn’t recognize. The walls were painted with the numbers 1, 2, 3, and 4 in red paint, while the floor was covered in cracks and gashes, like some kind of beast had gone berserk in here. The air was dry but also smelled kind of like paint, while the temperature was warmer than the outdoors but still quite chilly, cold enough that I didn’t dare take my coat off.
“Here we are,” said Shade, letting go of our hands and spreading her hands wide. “G-Men HQ! Home sweet home. For me, that is.”
“This is it?” I said, looking around the barren chamber. “But there’s nothing here. Are you sure we didn’t take a wrong turn while shadow traveling?”
“No, this is definitely the right place,” said Sofia, looking around at the chamber with a smile on her face. “I see that the Danger Chamber hasn’t changed much since last year.”
“Danger Chamber?” I said. “What’s the Danger—”
My question was interrupted by the sound of concrete scraping against steel. It was an unearthly sound that sent chills up my spine and set my teeth on edge. Even Sofia looked on edge, holding her fists up, while Shade looked totally relaxed.
“What’s that sound?” I said, looking around the ‘Danger Chamber,’ as Sofia called it.
“There!” said Sofia, pointing at the other end of the Chamber. “That wall is lifting!”
Sofia was right. The wall with the number 1 on it was rising into the ceiling. Beyond the wall was a dark opening of some sort, which was so black that I couldn’t see anything in it at all.
That is, until two red eyes, about ten feet off the ground, flashed into view. A sound like a dragon snorting could be heard, followed by the sound of claws scraping against the concrete floor.
“Oh, goody,” said Shade, putting one hand on her hip. “It looks like we’ve got company.”
“Company?” I said. “What company?”
Shade shot me a mischievous grin. “The kind that tries to kill you, of course.”
Before I could ask Shade to elaborate on that, the red eyes snorted again and then I saw exactly what sort of company Shade was referring to.
And yeah, I was pretty sure it was going to kill us.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The creature which had emerged from the shadows looked like a combination between a bear and a lion. Stout but strong-looking legs supported a bulky, tank-like body, with its brown fur shaking with every step it took. Its fangs were as long as daggers and even sharper, while its red eyes glowed ominously from within their sockets. A stink of oil and metal came from the creature, which seemed odd to me because the creature, whatever it was, did not look like a machine. 
The creature was well over ten feet tall, with a long, lion-like mane around its neck. An even longer tail trailed behind it, which looked as thick as a power cable. Its claws dug into the stone floor of the Danger Chamber, which explained the cracks and gashes I’d noticed on the floor earlier.
“What the heck is that?” I said, looking at Shade in alarm. “Is that your pet?”
Shade, however, didn’t respond. She just raised her arms, which became covered in shadow spikes, and said, “Move!”
“Move?” I said in confusion. “Why—”
The sound of creaking metal joints caused me to look just in time to see the lion bear creature rushing toward us. Without hesitation, I jumped to the side, narrowly avoiding the creature’s rampage. Sofia and Shade also scattered, allowing the creature to rush past us harmlessly.
But the creature, showing more agility than a being of its size should have, skittered to a halt across the floor and darted toward me. It raised one claw and slashed it at my face, but I summoned a barrier of light that blocked the creature’s claw. The creature’s claw bounced harmlessly off the barrier, giving me enough time to back up well outside of the creature’s reach.
With a growl, the creature shattered my barrier and launched toward me again, only for several shadow tendrils to burst out from underneath it and wrap around its limbs. That caused the creature to trip and fall flat on its face on the floor, where it immediately began struggling to free itself, though with little success.
I looked over at Shade, who stood on the other side of the Danger Chamber, and gave her the thumbs up. “Thanks for the save!”
“Don’t count your chickens just yet,” said Shade, holding her hands out, which were covered in shadow. “That thing won’t stay down forever. He’s very cranky.”
“He—?” My question was interrupted by a sudden flash of light coming from the lion bear’s eyes, which was so bright that it practically blinded me. I was forced to cover my eyes with my hands to protect my vision and I could hear Shade and Sofia cry out in surprise as they, too, were blinded by the sudden light.
Then the stench of oil became so much greater and I lowered my hands to see where it was coming from. I wish I hadn’t: The creature, freed of Shade’s tendrils, now stood above me on its hind legs, holding its front paws over its head, clearly ready to smash me like a pancake.
A burst of acid came out of nowhere and nailed the lion bear in the side of the head. The lion bear howled in agony, which sounded sort of mechanical for some reason, giving me a chance to summon a light pillar, which struck it in the chest. The lion bear staggered backward from the blow and fell flat on its back, though it quickly rolled back to its feet. It didn’t turn around to face us, however, shaking its head vigorously to get the acid off its face.
Confused about where the acid came from, I heard Shade say, “Nice hit, Sofie! I see you’ve been working on your aim since last year.”
Startled, I looked to my right, where I saw Sofia standing several feet away, her hands out. Green acid dripped from her fingertips onto the floor, leaving sizzling, smoking holes where the droplets fell.
Smirking as usual, Sofia brushed back her hair and said to Shade, “I took your advice to work on my aim seriously and have been studiously training every day since then. Although I will admit that I did get a little lucky with that shot because that thing moves fast despite its size.”
Oh. I had forgotten that Sofia could shoot acid from her hands, which was her power. That was probably because I rarely saw her use it, which made sense. I can’t imagine that the Academy Janitorial Squad would be happy about having to clean up after Sofia’s acid, after all.
“I know,” said Shade, who stood a few feet away from Sofia, her arms still covered in shadow. “It’s gotten a lot faster since you were last here. I asked Engine to improve its speed because its clumsiness was the main reason you beat it so easily last year.”
“Why are you guys talking about that animal like it’s some kind of machine?” I asked in alarm, gesturing at the lion bear, which was still shaking its head. “It’s also a living—”
My statement died in my throat when the lion bear turned around to face us, allowing me to see its face again. Or what was left of it.
Rather than a bloody, ruined mess, half of the lion bear’s face had been melted off entirely, revealing a metallic skull underneath. The skull’s metallic surface was slightly pitted from Sofia’s acid, but it looked like Sofia’s attack had mostly caused cosmetic damage and hadn’t actually significantly damaged it in any way.
“Is that thing a freaking robot?” I said. “But it’s skin and fur—”
“Fake,” Shade informed me. “Like the Omega Sentinel, its a machine designed not to look like a machine. But technically-speaking, it’s not actually a robot, either.”
“Not a robot?” I said. “Then what is—”
Once again, I was interrupted by the creature’s roar, which definitely sounded more mechanical now. Instead of coming at me, however, the lion bear turned its attention toward Sofia, which made sense, given how Sofia was the one who had ruined its face. The lion bear ran toward Sofia, its claws digging into the floor again.
Shade and I acted immediately. Shade summoned shadow tendrils to constrict its legs, while I summoned a light wall to protect Sofia, leaving two openings just big enough for Sofia to shoot her acid through if needed. Our tag-team tactics seemed to work. The lion bear’s progress was slowed to a crawl thanks to Shade’s tendrils, while my light wall kept Sofia safe from the lion bear itself. Indeed, Sofia was already taking aim with her hands, taking advantage of the holes in the wall I’d made to shoot the robot without worrying about retaliation.
But then the lion bear’s legs exploded and the creature flew off of its feet. It flew over my wall, giving me a glimpse of the rocket boosters where its feet had once been, and landed behind Sofia. Sofia whirled around to shoot her acid at it, but the robot slammed its tail into her midsection, causing Sofia to crash into my light wall and hit the floor, apparently unconscious.
Shade raised her hands, only for the lion bear to swing its tail at her. Its tail extended like a whip and slammed into Shade’s midsection, though she managed to soften the blow by creating a shadow pillow around her waist. She was still sent flying from the blow and landed on the other side of the Danger Chamber, where she lay as still as a rock.
That just left me alone against the robot … lion … bear … thing. Dang it. I wish I knew what its proper name was. Not knowing its actual name made it all the scarier.
The lion bear robot, however, did not seem to notice me. It turned its attention to Sofia. Its feet, which had detached from its body when it flew, scrambled around the wall and rejoined its legs, giving the robot its full limbs back. After flexing its claws to test them out, the lion bear robot raised its claw over Sofia, clearly intending to kill her.
Not on my watch.
I created a wagon made of light underneath Sofia, which immediately rolled to the side at the same moment that the lion bear robot brought its claw down on the spot where she’d been lying previously. The impact of its claw shattered the floor where Sofia had been lying unconscious, causing the lion bear to look over at me with hateful red eyes.
“Hi, there,” I said, waving mockingly at the lion bear. “If you want prey, why not prey that fight back?”
Although I sounded confident, in reality, I was terrified. The Super Pill I’d taken this morning was helping with the pain, but this was the most I’d used my powers in a long time. I was worried that if I didn’t end this soon that even the new and improved Super Pill would not stop me from collapsing. The occasional pains I would feel in my chest was an ominous sign that I didn’t have much time left.
The lion bear robot snorted. It turned to face me and ran. It ran as fast as it could, its powerful legs allowing it to move quickly.
But I wasn’t going to run. Not yet. I needed to time this just right if I was going to end this fight right this instance. I dismissed all of my other Constructs so my focus wouldn’t be divided.
The lion bear robot, however, did not seem to notice anything out of the ordinary. It was focused exclusively on killing me, which was fine by me. That just meant it would fall right into my trap.
Once the robot was about ten feet away from me, I thrust my hands out. Spears made of light exploded from the ground and struck the underside of the robot in multiple places, piercing its fake fur and skin and going straight through the metallic skin within. The spears caused the lion bear robot to screech to a halt as sparks and wires began to shoot from out of the holes I’d made. The robot made a few token attempts to free itself, but with over a dozen spears striking it in every part of its body, it couldn’t do much.
The strain of summoning so many spears at once made my heart hurt. Even so, I didn’t let up. I wasn’t going to let this thing go until it was dead, and the only way to make sure it was dead was by tearing it apart piece by piece.
Before I could rip the robot to shreds, however, an alarm suddenly rang in the Danger Chamber and a monotone voice said, “Super Smasher Unit ‘Bearlion’ has been successfully disabled. Danger Chamber Simulation Number Four One Two Three is finished.”
“Huh?” I said, looking around the room, trying to figure out where that voice had come from. “Who said that?”
“I did,” said that monotone voice again.
A man in a dark business suit suddenly appeared next to me, causing me to jump. The man, however, was clearly a hologram, based on his flickering, bluish form. Even so, he looked almost like a real person, with thin gray hair, a big, bushy gray mustache, and disapproving eyes that made me feel like I had somehow failed him.
“Who are you?” I said in surprise.
“Jonathan,” said the man. He nodded at the robot. “Now that the Simulation is over, please dismiss your spikes. Our pilot can’t get out unless you disable your spikes.”
“Pilot—?”
I was interrupted yet again by the robot suddenly shouting, in a very human voice, “Somebody help! I’m trapped!”
Startled by the robot’s voice, I immediately dismissed the light spears without hesitation. The light spears dissipated into light, causing the robot to collapse on its chest and stomach onto the floor. The robot twitched a couple of times before its back flipped open and a man wearing a flight helmet and suit rolled out of the robot and landed hard on the floor. He quickly crawled away from the now-destroyed robot, stopping only when he was a good distance from the downed machine.
“Dang it,” said the pilot, looking at me suddenly. “Next time, warn me before you try to shishkebab me, okay?”
The pilot spoke with a clear New Yorker accent, which sounded especially weird because the lion bear creature was apparently some type of mecha.
“I didn’t mean to,” I said, holding up my hands apologetically. “I didn’t even know you were in there.”
“Shade didn’t tell you?” said the pilot. He snorted. “Figures. She’s always had it out for me.”
“Oh, you know that’s a lie, Mario,” said Shade, suddenly appearing next to me, causing me to jump. She patted my shoulder. “I just wanted to give Ashley a taste of what a day in the life of a G-Man agent is like.”
“You mean you guys are regularly attacked by robot lion bear mini-mechs?” I said in disbelief.
Shade shook her head. “No. That was just a training exercise. And I am pleased to say that you passed it with flying colors.”
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Training exercise?” I repeated in disbelief. I looked at the downed mini-mecha in horror. “But that thing was trying to kill us!” 
“Only so you’d actually use your powers,” said Mario, sitting up and rubbing his back. “If I hadn’t gone all out, you wouldn’t have gotten the training you needed. Kids these days, I swear.”
“Mario is right,” said Shade, patting me on the shoulder again. “Truthfully, none of us were ever in any real danger. Although Mario is our best Super Smasher pilot, he wouldn’t have killed us. Beat us up a little, yes, but kill us? No.”
“So … this was your idea of training?” I said, glancing at the Danger Chamber. “Is this what you do every day?”
“G-Men agents train in a variety of different environments and situations,” said Shade, “so this is just an example of the kind of training we do in the Danger Chamber, which is our primary training environment.”
“The Danger Chamber can be altered to fit a variety of different scenarios and training simulations,” said Jonathan, his hands folded behind his back. “The one you just experienced, Survive a Super Smasher, is designed to test the reflexes, speed, and quick-thinking of prospective SAP apprentices. Director Bradford has declared your performance satisfactory, so you have passed.”
I blinked. “And you are—?”
“This old guy is Jonathan,” said Shade, gesturing at the hologram. “He’s the G-Men’s main AI holographic assistant. He’s from the same tech that Hector, the Academy AI, came from, although modified to fit the needs of the G-Men, of course.”
“It is my duty to act as mission control, assign missions to agents, keep in contact with other government agencies, and perform various other administrative duties as Director Bradford sees fit to give me,” Jonathan informed me. “That includes running and rating Danger Chamber Simulations, including this one.”
“So you’re the guy who decided that the best way to welcome a couple of teenage girls to your base was to sic a mini-mech on us?” I said.
“As Director Bradford has pointed out, you were never in any danger of dying,” said Jonathan. “The Simulation was specifically designed for you and Acidfall, based on your test scores from your Combat and Powers classes in the Academy, which you two made available to us when you applied for SAP last year.”
My mind raced as I considered Jonathan’s words. It was true that the SAP application form had required submitting our test scores from all of the classes we took, but I had always assumed it was just to give potential mentors an idea of how skilled we were. It had never occurred to me that they would use that knowledge to design thinly-veiled death traps. I would have to have a long talk with Night Soldier about overhauling that part of SAP when I got back to the Academy next week.
“Yeah, Ash,” said Sofia, walking up to us. She brushed back her brown hair, which was much messier now. “We were always safe. You didn’t even have to save me back there.”
I glared at Sofia. “That’s an odd way of saying ‘Thanks for saving my life, Ashley.’ ”
“That’s because I wasn’t thanking you,” said Sofia, folding her arms in front of her chest. “You overreacted. As usual.”
“Girls, there’s no need to bicker,” said Shade, waving her hands at us. “You both did well. Besides, we haven’t even gotten to the real action yet, which I promise you will be a thousand times more interesting than this Simulation.”
I bit my lower lip. Sofia got on my nerves, but Shade had a point about how pointless it was to bicker with her.
Instead, I glanced at the downed lion bear robot, which sparked occasionally, and said, “And what is a Super Smasher, anyway? I’ve never heard of them.”
“Mechs,” said Mario, who had also walked over to us. He still wore his helmet, but I could tell he looked longingly at his destroyed mecha. “Designed to make it possible for normals like me to stand up to supers like you in a fight. Prototypes were robots, but we change ‘em to mechs because the robots had too many glitches.”
“You’re a normal?” I said to Mario in surprise.
“Of course,” said Mario. “Why are you so surprised? Normals have been working for the G-Men for years. I’m nothin’ special.”
“I know,” I said. “I’m just surprised that a normal like you was willing to take on three superhumans by yourself.”
Mario shrugged. “In a giant mech that makes real lions look like kittens.”
“Mario was an Air Force pilot before joining the G-Men,” Shade informed me. “And a talented mechanic and engineer. He’s in charge of the Department’s weapons division.”
“Which basically means that my job is to build toys for you supers to break,” said Mario, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at the destroyed Super Smasher. He sighed. “It’s going to take a long time to clean up that mess.”
“Er,” I said, “why are the G-Men developing weapons that can kill supers?”
“For the military,” said Shade promptly. “But don’t worry. Super Smashers are designed to only be used in war. They aren’t supposed to be used on supervillains and other unsavory types on the streets of America. Too destructive.”
Mario put his hands on his hips. “Plus, they’re still not ready for prime time yet. Super Smashers cost a ridiculous amount to make and the other G-Men keep breaking them.”
“Where are you guys getting all of that money to build Super Smashers from?” I said in confusion.
“The American taxpayer, of course,” said Shade, flashing me a smile. “It’s amazing how generous Americans are with their tax money. Or how generous the federal government is, anyway.”
I suddenly flashbacked to every time Dad complained about taxes being too high and most of his tax money going toward useless government programs that didn’t actually help the country. Perhaps that was one of the reasons Dad disliked the G-Men so much.
In any case, I said, “So fighting Mario’s Super Smasher was a test?”
“Yep,” said Shade with a nod. “And like I said, you and Sofia passed it with flying colors. Especially you. The light spears thing was a brilliant move, even if you almost killed Mario at the same time.”
“Gee, thanks, Director,” Mario muttered under his breath. “Always making me feel like such a valued member of the team.”
Before I could apologize to Mario about that, Shade clapped her hands together and said, “Now that the first test is over, let’s get you and Sofie lodged. Then I’ll take both of you on a tour of HQ. Trust me, you’re going to love it.”
-
After Sofia and I dropped off our bags in our rooms, which were on the next level above the Danger Chamber, we followed Shade into an elevator to the next floor. Mario did not join us, choosing instead to stay to prepare the Danger Chamber for the next G-Men agents who were going to use it for training. Based on Mario’s tone, it sounded like clean-up duty was also one of his responsibilities in the G-Men, which helped explain his grumpiness a great deal.
“Our first stop on our tour of HQ is Command,” said Shade as she, Sofia, and I stood in the elevator. She pressed a button labeled ‘1’ and the doors slid shut before us before the elevator began to ascend. “Command is the fancy name for the main office of HQ, where the majority of G-Men agents work and receive their commands directly from me.”
“I see,” I said. I glanced at the numbers flashing by overhead as the elevator ascended. “How many floors does HQ have, anyway? It looks like a lot.”
Shade grinned mysteriously. “That’s top-secret. Suffice to say that it has more than enough room to house the entire Department. It is also one of the most secure places in Washington, D.C., second only to the White House itself in terms of safety.”
“Really?” I said. “I didn’t know that. How many agents—”
“Also top-secret,” said Shade. “Pretty much, I can’t answer any of your questions about number of agents, what kind of missions they are on, or anything else like that. Not that I expect you to leak them to America’s enemies, but understand that the G-Men handle a lot of sensitive and outright dangerous missions. Can’t put any of my agents at risk.”
I frowned. “Are you going to answer any of our questions, then? Because if not, I don’t think this apprenticeship is going to be very educational for either Sofia or me.”
“Trust me, Ashley, this will be a very educational apprenticeship for both of you,” said Shade. “Especially tonight.”
“What are we doing tonight?” I asked.
“You’ll see,” said Shade as the elevator came to a halt and the doors opened with a ding. “Oh, goody. We’re here. Time to start the tour.”
Shade walked out of the elevator and Sofie and I followed. I wasn’t sure what to expect from Command, but it sure wasn’t what I got.
The room we emerged into was huge, even bigger than the Danger Chamber. Floating computer monitors and holographic keyboards were scattered everywhere. The room itself was divided into multiple levels, with what looked like the grunt work being done on the lower levels, while more important-looking work seemed to be done on the higher levels.
The room was practically swarming with G-Men agents. Men and women walking around in dark suits or military gear with the G-Men patch on their shoulders walked to and fro, going up and down the escalators connecting the different levels together. One man, who appeared to be made out of concrete, was deep in discussion on the second level with a man who looked almost like a frog, while a woman with two heads was typing at a computer.
Also, TVs hanging from the ceilings showed all of the major news stations. One of them, Central News Network, was covering President Karen Parker’s recent trip to Superbia, where she seemed to have had a successful meeting with President Franklin Marcus, at least if the scroll was accurate. Another news report, however, also from Central News Network, was reporting on an apparent conflict between Israel and Palestine involving superhuman Israeli soldiers and Palestinian soldiers duking it out on the border between the two countries.
As you can imagine, the room was quite noisy, yet I didn’t feel overwhelmed by the noise. That was likely due to how open the room was if it could even be called a mere ‘room.’ It also smelled a lot like coffee, electronics, and donuts, which made sense because I saw a lot of half-drunk cups of coffee and donut wrappers in trash cans next to the desks of working G-Men agents.
“Here we are,” said Shade, spreading her arms. “Welcome to Command, the center of the G-Men HQ! Cool, huh?”
“It’s big,” I said, staring with my eyes wide. “I didn’t realize so many people worked for the Department.”
“I saw it last year,” said Sofia, putting one hand on her hip. “But I like the TVs. Those are new.”
“Oh, yes,” said Shade, nodding at the TVs I had noticed earlier. “We added them last year to help us keep tabs on the media. Granted, we do have one agent whose full-time job is to monitor what the media is saying about us, but this way, pretty much everyone knows what the media is saying. Very efficient, if you ask me.”
I was about to comment that I thought the TVs were more distracting than anything when a male voice suddenly called out, “Director Bradford!”
A young-looking man who seemed to be in his thirties ran up to Shade. He skidded to a stop, panting slightly, readjusting the glasses on his face in a way that reminded me of Courtney. He looked pretty thin and nerdy, especially with that unruly mop of hair on his head. I could not tell, however, if he was a super or a normal.
“Hello, Agent Harrison,” said Shade. “What’s the emergency?”
Agent Harrison stood up straight and saluted Shade. “Director, President Parker has safely returned from Superbia and has requested a meeting with you immediately. As well, Operation Firecracker in Afghanistan was a success and I have finished compiling a complete report for your perusal.”
Shade sighed. “Great. Another report to read. Like I don’t have enough of those.”
“It’s Department policy, Director,” said Agent Harrison without missing a beat. “If you dislike reading reports, perhaps you should change the policy.”
“No, it’s fine, Harrison,” said Shade with a wave of her hand. “I’ll read it. Your reports are usually good, so it won’t be a slog, at least.”
“Yes, ma’am,” said Agent Harrison. His eyes shifted to me and Sofia and he nodded at Sofia. “Ah, the apprentices you’re taking with you tonight.”
“Hi, Agent Harrison,” said Sofia, waving at him with a smile. “Still working as hard as ever?”
“Never take a day off,” Agent Harrison replied with utmost seriousness, “because America’s enemies never take a day off, either.”
I was taken aback by Agent Harrison’s patriotism. He looked like a total dork, but he talked like a soldier going to war.
Perhaps that was why I felt uncomfortable when Agent Harrison shifted his attention to me. “Who is this?”
Shade patted me on the shoulder. “This is Ashley Jason, the daughter of Bolt and Blizzard. Like Sofia, she’s going to apprentice under me for this week, so make sure to treat her well and be ready to answer any questions she may have about the Department.”
“The daughter of Bolt?” said Agent Harrison, lowering his glasses to get a better look at me. “Ah, I remember now. You did send out a memo yesterday informing the Department that Ashley was going to be one of the apprentices this week.”
“Ashley, this is Agent Thomas Harrison,” said Shade, gesturing at Agent Harrison. “Like you, he was a student at the Academy before graduating and coming to work for us. He’s also my right-hand man and I probably wouldn’t get anything done without him.”
“You graduated from the Academy?” I said in surprise. “Do you have a superhero name?”
“Yes,” said Agent Harrison, nodding. He looked me in the eyes. “Lazers.”
I blinked. “Lazers.”
“Yes,” said Agent Harrison without missing a beat. He glanced at his watch. “In any case, I need to go. Director, what should I tell the President?”
“Tell her that I’ll give her a call later once I’m done giving these two a tour of HQ,” Shade said, gesturing at Sofia and I. “That will probably be around lunch or so.”
Agent Harrison nodded again. “Yes, ma’am.”
With that, Agent Harrison rushed off, going down into the next level so fast that it was like he teleported.
“Huh,” I said. “He’s … interesting.”
“Don’t mind Harrison,” said Shade with a wave of her hand. “He’s just really dedicated to his job and loves America, a real American patriot. Like I said, he’s my right-hand man and one of the best agents in the Department. I can put up with a little social awkwardness if it means getting stuff done.”
I supposed I couldn’t argue with that, but I still found Agent Harrison a little odd. Hopefully, I wouldn’t have to interact with him too much this week. He was just too weird for me.
“Anyway, this is Command,” said Shade, gesturing at the room again. “It’s the biggest room in HQ and is divided into four levels. Currently, we are on Level Four, which is where I lead from, while Level One is where most of the grunt work is done by our hard-working pencil-pushers. All in all, it’s a neat little operation, one that has served us quite well, especially when I took over from the previous Director.”
“It does look impressive,” I said. I glanced at Shade. “But what did Harrison mean when he said that we’re the apprentices who you’re taking with you tonight?”
Shade grinned at me again in a way I didn’t like. “It’s simple. Tonight I am going to be taking you two out on an official G-Men mission. In fact, the mission will be right here in Washington, D.C., so we won’t even have to go far.”
“Already?” said Sofia in surprise. “Last year, you didn’t take me out on any official missions until the last day.”
“That’s because this mission we’re going on tonight is … different,” said Shade. “More urgent. And one that requires my direct hand. Otherwise, I would have sent Fingerprints or one of the other spies to do it.”
“Spies?” I said. “Are we going to sneak into somewhere?”
Shade chuckled. “Yep. Tonight at midnight, we’re going to infiltrate a Guardians of Humanity meeting.”
“A Guardians of Humanity meeting?” I said. “Why?”
“For one reason only,” said Shade. “To kill Overkill.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


It was a very cold night tonight as Sofia, Agent Hogarth, and I walked along the streets of D.C. A chill had set across Washington, D.C. and would last until midmorning tomorrow morning, according to my phone’s weather app. A biting wind cut through the alleyways, making me shiver, though I imagine I would have been much colder without the thick leather armor that Shade had given me before heading out from HQ. 
“How much longer until we reach the meeting place?” I whispered to Sofia as we walked. “I feel like we’ve been walking for hours and I still don’t see it.”
“Stop being such a baby,” said Sofia. She glanced at her phone. “Looks like we should get there in about five minutes or so.”
I looked around at our surroundings. We were walking down one of the, er, less nice parts of D.C. Abandoned and boarded-up buildings surrounded us on all sides, while trash was strewn in the alleyways and along the streets. Every now and then we’d come across a homeless person sleeping on the stoops of the buildings or in the alleyways, usually clutching a bottle of alcohol in their hands. And there were definitely discarded alcohol bottles pretty much everywhere you looked, making the whole area smell too much like alcohol for my tastes.
I couldn’t believe how dirty D.C. was. Jokes about politicians aside, it was our nation’s capital. I’d assume that as the capital of our country, that it would be nicer than most cities. Yet from what little I’d seen of the city so far, it was much dirtier and more crime-ridden than I first thought. Granted, no one had tried to mug us yet, but I imagine that was probably because most druggies and criminals knew better than to mug members of the Guardians of Humanity.
Okay, we weren’t actually members of the Guardians of Humanity. We just wore their uniform, which meant dark, tactical military gear, faceplates that hid our actual faces, and even guns holstered at our sides. Unfortunately for Sofia and me, our guns were just convincing replicas that didn’t actually work, while Hogarth’s was a real gun. That did make some sense, though. As a normal, Hogarth needed every advantage he could get. Plus, he was an adult and we were not.
As we walked through the dark streets of Washington, D.C., I found myself questioning, once again, if Shade had planned this. She had to. This had to be the reason she chose me to apprentice under her alongside Sofia.
When Shade told Sofia and me that we were going to infiltrate the Guardians tonight, I knew her game. She knew about the Guardian who had attacked my house and tried to kill Ronny. And now she was sending me to infiltrate what G-Men spies said was supposed to be the biggest gathering of Guardians in a while.
According to the debriefing that Sofia and I received before leaving HQ, the elusive Overkill himself had called this meeting tonight. Apparently, that was unusual. In-person gatherings of the Guardians were rare enough, but when they were called, it was usually one of the lower-ranked officers. Overkill himself never called the meetings, nor did he ever show up in person. Yet if the rumors were to be believed, Overkill had both called this gathering and was planning to show up in the flesh himself. He was apparently going to make a huge announcement regarding the future of the Guardians, which was another reason why so many Guardians were going to be there tonight.
That was why Shade had pushed for this mission to be done immediately. Overkill was extremely good at running and hiding and the G-Men had been after him for a while. If the G-Men failed to catch or kill Overkill tonight, then they might never find him again.
That was where we came in. Posing as Guardians, we were supposed to infiltrate the meeting tonight, find out what Overkill was going to announce, and then kill or capture him. Nor did we have to do it alone. A team of over a dozen highly-experienced G-Men veterans, including Shade herself, were on standby around the Guardian hideout to attack when we gave the signal.
Assuming everything went according to plan, Overkill would be dead, most of the Guardians’ leaders would be arrested, and the organization itself would be crippled, if not crushed outright. The idea was that this was potentially going to be the final battle between the Guardians and the G-Men, with the victory expected to go to the G-Men.
I should have been happy about that, but I was actually furious.
As I said, Shade knew about the Guardians’ attack on my house last month. She knew just how close to death I’d come, how Ronny nearly got killed, at the hands of a Guardian. She knew how traumatizing that event had been for me and my family.
And yet, she still thought it was a good idea to send me directly into the heart of the beast.
Was that why Shade chose me to apprentice under her? Was it because I already had experience fighting the Guardians and so would be better able to defend myself against them in a fight?
Shade promised that Sofia and I would not need to do much actual fighting, most of which would be done by the G-Men. Even so, a fight seemed inevitable to me, so I had to mentally prepare myself for whatever the Guardians might have up their sleeves. At least Shade debriefed us on the Guardians’ known tactics and weaponry, including their tendency to use powerless gas. Her only bit of advice for dealing with powerless gas was to avoid it, which didn’t strike me as particularly helpful.
Probably, Jake would have told me not to get so upset. And honestly, I shouldn’t have.
But it still bothered me a lot and made me wonder what Shade’s game was. If this was her way of convincing me to become a G-Men agent when I graduated, I wasn’t sure it was working.
We turned to go the left suddenly and found ourselves walking down a narrow, trash-filled alleyway that was especially dark. A stray cat darted out from behind a trash can as we walked, while I accidentally kicked an empty beer bottle in our path. We still said nothing, however, until we finally reached our destination: A short, unassuming apartment building that looked like it had been abandoned for decades. Its back door stood at the end of the alleyway, looking totally unassuming.
Due to how dark it was, it was difficult to make out the building’s details. With most of the windows boarded up and no lights on, however, it really did look like the last place that a dangerous and powerful terrorist organization would have a meeting.
Yet Hogarth walked up to the back door, knocked on the top and bottom in accordance with our debriefing, and stepped back, his hands folded behind his back. Sofia and I stood behind him, both of us tense and waiting for someone to answer the door.
We didn’t have to wait long. A slit in the door opened and a voice on the other side said, “What is humanity’s dream?”
Hogarth, being mute, of course couldn’t speak aloud. But he did do the correct hand signals, which I knew, from our debriefing, translated to “The stars.”
One thing I learned about the Guardians during our earlier debriefing was that they saw themselves as protectors of human progress. They viewed supers like us as genetic anomalies that pose a direct threat to human progress and prosperity. They apparently believed that the main reason why humans had yet to colonize space was partly due to the rise of superhumans on Earth. As a result, a lot of the Guardians had dreams of humanity spreading across the cosmos and fleeing Earth.
Seemed weird to me, but that was why the answer to the security question was “The stars.” Because apparently, I was somehow keeping them from building rocket ships and growing wheat on the moon or something.
In any case, the Guardian behind the door—who apparently could understand sign language—closed the shaft and then opened the door a moment later. Light spilled in from within, allowing us to see that the Guardian at the door looked strikingly similar to the one who had attacked my house. He was a little shorter, though, and his armor looked more pitted and scarred, which I assume meant he was more experienced than the last guy. I couldn’t see how many notches were on the side of his helmet, though, which was the real measure of how dangerous individual Guardians were.
“Welcome, my siblings,” said the Guardian in a surprisingly warm voice. “You are just in time for the meeting. Come.”
The Guardian turned and walked deeper into the building. Hogarth entered without hesitation and Sofia and I followed. Frankly, I wasn’t thrilled about walking into an old apartment building that housed most of the country’s most dangerous superhuman killers, but it wasn’t like I had any choice.
The building smelled of mold and dust as we entered. Rather than go up the stairs to the upper floors, the Guardian led us past the main staircase to a rickety wooden staircase that went into the apartment building’s basement. My nerves rose even higher the deeper we went, making me glad I was wearing the Guardians’ trademark smooth faceplate. Otherwise, I was sure that my face would have given away the fact that we weren’t actually Guardians.
Eventually, we reached the bottom of the creaky wooden staircase, where we found ourselves in a dark, dank basement that reminded me of a dungeon cell. Moldy old furniture covered in white shrouds stood scattered around the basement, though I did not see any other Guardians.
“Excuse me, sir,” I said to the Guardian who had led us into the building, “but where are our other, uh, ‘siblings’?”
The Guardian glanced at me, his expressionless mask looking especially creepy in the darkness of the basement. “Right here, younger sister.”
With a slight tilt of a broken picture frame on the wall, the Guardian pushed the wall back, revealing yet another dark staircase that wound deeper beneath the building. Voices, footsteps, jingling armor, and more could be heard from within this staircase, which sounds likely made by the other Guardians themselves.
The Guardian stepped aside and bowed. “Go down this staircase and you will eventually find the others. I must return to my duty at the door in case we have any last-minute stragglers.”
Hogarth nodded and was about to walk inside when the Guardian suddenly grabbed his arm and said, “Hey, you.”
Sofia and I froze as well. We didn’t use our powers, but I found myself wondering if our doorkeeper ‘friend’ had somehow figured out that we were spies.
If so, then things were about to get ugly.
Hogarth looked at the Guardian and tilted his head to the side, clearly asking a silent question that only he could express.
The Guardian relaxed his grip on his arm. “I noticed you’re mute, so I thought I’d let you know that that won’t be a problem, brother. Most Guardians understand hand signs, so if you are worried about communicating with your fellow Guardians, don’t worry. They will understand.”
Sofia and I exchanged puzzled looks. That was … an oddly progressive thing to say to Hogarth. Even Hogarth looked a little taken aback by the Guardian’s statement.
“We’re all in this together, brother,” said the Guardian, letting go of Hogarth’s arm and slapping his shoulder. “We have to be if our people are going to survive and prosper.”
With that, the Guardian walked away back up the steps to the first floor. He didn’t even stay to make sure we were actually going to enter the sub-basement, but we did anyway. We were running out of time as is before the meeting started, so we didn’t have time to worry about how weirdly open-minded that particular Guardian happened to be.
The winding concrete staircase ended at a door, which Hogarth pushed open and stepped into the room on the other side. Sofia and I followed quickly, which was why I was surprised at how nice the meeting room was.
Whereas the apartment building above looked bombed out, this meeting room had smooth marble flooring with no chairs for people to sit on. Simple but practical fluorescent lights hung from the ceiling, while the room itself smelled vaguely of soap like it had just been cleaned recently. Open doorways on the walls led into connecting tunnels, while marble columns supported the ceiling overhead. The room was at a decent temperature, too, and at the end was a curtained, makeshift stage that was definitely not as big as the Auditorium’s stage.
But what really caught my attention were the Guardians themselves. They filled the room so much that it felt almost claustrophobic. They all wore similar armor and equipment, varying only in height. I did notice, however, a handful of Guardians missing limbs. One Guardian was even missing an entire leg, hobbling along on a crutch for support.
The Guardians were talking loudly with each other, the sounds blending together in the tight meeting space to make it feel even more claustrophobic than normal. No one seemed to notice our arrival aside from a handful of Guardians at the back of the crowd, but that was fine. Our job was to blend in and make sure no one noticed anything out of the ordinary, not until it was too late, anyway.
Still, seeing the dozens of Guardians gathered together in one space like this made me extremely nervous. They all looked so much like the guy who tried to kill Ronny, but they were actually worse. Whereas the Guardian who tried to kill Ronny was a newbie, most of these guys looked experienced. If they knew that a couple of superhuman teenage girls were in their midst, they’d probably slaughter us instantly.
“Wow,” I said under my breath, softly enough that only Sofia could hear me. “I didn’t realize there were so many Guardians.”
“The debriefing did say that there are approximately one thousand Guardians in the US,” Sofia muttered back, “so don’t get too impressed, because these guys aren’t even half of their membership.”
I gulped. “These must be the elite, then. The best of the best.”
“I like our chances of survival,” said Sofia dryly.
Before I could respond to that, a female Guardian climbed up on stage and said, in a loud voice, “Brothers and sisters! I hope you are all well tonight. Although I hide my real identity behind a mask, you can call me Bloodbath. Though we abhor hierarchies—for we are all human and all equal—I am nonetheless Overkill’s right-hand woman and was given the task of introducing him to all of you.”
What Bloodbath said matched with what the debriefing told us about the Guardians. Although Overkill was their ‘leader,’ they apparently were a pretty decentralized group, with individuals and small groups of Guardians working independently of each other all over the country. They apparently believed in some form of human equality, which was why their hierarchical structures were extremely informal.
“With that out of the way, I don’t believe that Brother Overkill needs an introduction,” said Bloodbath. “We all know him, even if most of us have never met him before. Brother Overkill is our founder and our leader. He has killed more supers than any of us. Without further ado, brothers and sisters, I introduce you to Brother Overkill!”
Bloodbaths stepped aside as the curtains behind her shifted and a figure stepped out from between them.
Overkill was identical in appearance to all of the other Guardians, except his armor was blood-red and he had even more weapons on his body than the others. He strode forward onto the stage with absolute confidence, every step a powerful sign in itself. Even I couldn’t help but be impressed by his confidence, though my instincts were telling me to run. More than any other Guardian, my body sensed that Overkill was a danger unique in himself, perhaps more dangerous than the rest of the room put together.
The sight of Overkill didn’t elicit cheers like I thought it would. Instead, hushed, respectful silence fell over the entire room. It was so quiet you could have heard a pin drop. The reverence the other Guardians showed toward Overkill reminded me of the one time I attended Mass at Cora’s Catholic church, only this was way scarier.
Overkill stopped in the very middle of the stage and raised a hand. “Thank you for the introduction, Sister Bloodbath. It is always a pleasure to meet with the brothers and sisters. Due to the hostile society in which we live, we are forced to hide in the shadows, remaining scattered and divided to avoid getting crushed under the boot of our enemies. But that will change soon. I can promise you that.”
Overkill’s voice had a slight mechanical whirr to it, which I understood to be his helmet’s voice modulator. Apparently, all Guardian helmets had built-in voice modulators meant to mask a Guardian’s actual voice.
Yet even with the modulator, Overkill spoke with such confidence and authority that I felt no choice but to listen. He spoke with the kind of authority that an experienced public speaker would speak, which just made me feel even more unsafe around him.
“As a result, I wasn’t sure how many Guardians would be able to make it to this meeting,” said Overkill. “That is why I am pleased to see a packed room tonight. Because all of us can sense that the times are changing, that soon, the era of the supers will end … and humanity will finally reach the stars.”
Many of the Guardians nodded at that, while I just noted that the Guardians really did have a strange obsession with stars. Even Overkill apparently bought into that narrative.
“Before we begin, however, I would like to introduce a special guest tonight,” said Overkill, putting his hands together. “It would seem that our meeting did not go entirely unnoticed by the powers that be. A spy, a rat, was found digging through our trash outside of the building earlier. Fortunately, my bodyguards caught the rat and would have executed him on the spot if I hadn’t told them I wanted him at the meeting. Men, bring out the rat.”
Two Guardians with pitch-black armor—Overkill’s bodyguards—walked out from behind the curtains, dragging a man in a nice suit between them. The man had a burlap sack over his head, while his arms were tied behind his back with rope. I had no idea who that man was, but Hogarth noticeably stiffened.
“See this man?” said Overkill, gesturing at the seemingly-unconscious man hanging between his bodyguards. “This is another wretched super, found snooping around our meeting place earlier today. And he isn’t just any random super, either. He’s a member of the G-Men, yet he’s not even just a G-Men agent, either.”
Overkill grabbed the burlap sack and ripped it off the man’s head. A mop of brown hair and a young-looking face covered with broken glasses could now be seen and I couldn’t help but gasp involuntarily:
It was Agent Thomas Harrison.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Agent Harrison blinked a few times when the burlap sack was removed, though with only one eye open. The other was swollen shut, no doubt due to the beating he’d received from the Guardians who’d captured him. His face was bruised and bloodied. His glasses were cracked so badly that I wondered if he could actually even see anything through them. 
“Agent Harrison?” Sofia muttered in horror. “What’s he doing here?”
I had the same question. So did the Guardians, apparently. Although no one said a word, the mood in the room had changed from reverence toward Overkill to hatred and distrust toward Agent Harrison. I noticed a handful of Guardians fingering their holstered guns as if they were afraid that Agent Harrison might start attacking them.
Overkill must have noticed the same thing, because he patted Agent Harrison on the back of the head, almost like a little kid, and said, “Don’t worry, brothers and sisters. This super may be the dangerous lieutenant of the Director of the G-Men, but he’s been regularly sprayed with powerless gas for the last several hours since his capture. He is entirely powerless.”
The Guardians relaxed considerably at Overkill’s explanation. Even so, it was easy to tell that most of them kept a careful eye on Agent Harrison regardless. Perhaps they were afraid he might somehow be able to escape despite his powerlessness.
I didn’t relax, though. Neither did Sofia or Hogarth. We were all wondering the same thing: How did Agent Harrison get captured? Was Shade even aware of this? It sounded like it happened hours ago, but it didn’t make sense. If Harrison had been captured by the Guardians several hours ago, we would have known. Shade or someone else from the G-Men would have told us.
We had run into our first complication: Agent Harrison.
Who we now had to save in addition to trying to kill Overkill.
Oh, joy.
Overkill folded his arms behind his back. “We will execute the mutant eventually, but there’s no need to rush. I want to make my special announcement first. That is why I called the meeting in the first place, after all. Capturing a super who was stupid enough to let himself get captured at all is just a bonus.”
Overkill suddenly kicked Agent Harrison in the gut. Agent Harrison cried out in pain but did not fall down because Overkill’s bodyguards held him.
That rather gratuitous bit of violence caused the other Guardians to cheer and clap. It just made me feel sick to my stomach, though, seeing Overkill treat Agent Harrison that way. I didn’t know Agent Harrison very well, but I didn’t like seeing someone, especially a fellow super, who did nothing wrong get abused.
Beside me, Sofia shifted her weight from foot to foot. She was clearly just as upset as I was at Agent Harrison’s abuse. She even looked like she wanted to jump onto the stage and save him, but then Hogarth put a hand on her shoulder and shook his head. Even without being able to see his face, I could tell that he was trying to tell us to stand down and not draw unnecessary attention to ourselves, which made no sense to me. Why stick to a plan that was already derailed by this unexpected development? Didn’t Hogarth want to save one of his fellow agents?
Fortunately, Overkill did not seem to be in the mood to keep abusing Agent Harrison. He walked away from the barely-conscious G-Man, his arms folded behind his back, and stopped in the center of the stage. His faceless gaze looked out over us all, sweeping across the assembled Guardians. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me, but I thought that Overkill’s gaze lingered on me, Sofia, and Hogarth slightly longer than it did on the other Guardians. Without eyes, it was hard to tell where he was looking.
But then Overkill looked away and began pacing back and forth on the stage, his arms still folded behind his back.
“When I founded the Guardians of Humanity ten years ago, it was just a handful of us at first,” said Overkill without looking at the Guardians. “Me, Bloodbath, and a handful of others. Inspired by the man who saved us from an enraged super, who mainstream society refers to as the Neo-Killer, we decided to adopt his methods, outfits, and weaponry. On that cold December day a decade ago, New Year’s Eve, we vowed that humanity would no longer be at the mercy of the freaks and mutants. No longer would humanity live in fear of ‘superheroes’ and ‘supervillains’ who are not substantially different from each other other than names.”
A holographic map of Washington D.C. appeared in the air behind him all of a sudden. An image of a younger Overkill, Bloodbath, and four other Guardians I didn’t recognize appeared next to the map. It looked like they stood in front of a barn in a field somewhere, though I couldn’t tell where they were.
“We started out here, in D.C., the heart of the American federal government,” Overkill continued. “Six young men and women, lacking any sort of powers at all, unknown to the world, mere insects to the gods among us who arrogantly call themselves super. We had no money, no power, no influence, nothing. We learned, through trial and error, the best ways to hunt, capture, and, yes, even kill supers. Inspired by the Neo-Killer’s methods, we took his teachings and perfected them until eventually we created a team of trained super killers who could go toe-to-toe with any super and win.”
The map of D.C. zoomed out until the display now showed a huge map of the entire United States. Red dots began to appear on the map, starting out in D.C. and rapidly expanding through every State in the Union. Soon, nearly the entire map glowed a blood-red color, the same shade as Overkill’s armor, in fact.
“But we realized early on that six normals, even trained in the best ways to kill supers, could never hope to exterminate the defect known as the superhuman community from the United States,” Overkill said. “The superhuman population exploded during those years. Realistically, there was no way we could defeat even one team of supers, much less an entire community of superpowered freaks. Not on our own. So we expanded. We recruited other normals who agreed with us but were afraid to come out and say it. Some were criminals put in jail by these freaks. Others were law-abiding citizens worried about the lack of restrictions on supers. And others … others had more personal reasons for wanting to see those freaks exterminated like the infestation they are.”
The image next to the map changed. It showed Overkill holding the bloody cape of a superhero I did not recognize. Based on how beaten and cracked his armor was, I could guess it was not an easy win for him. It was an eerie image, especially when I noticed the blood-splattered on his mask.
“We expanded across the entire continental United States rapidly,” said Overkill. “In less than two years, we went from six normal men and women who wanted to keep the supers in check to a force of 600 trained super killers and fighters who began to catch the attention of the government. Over the next eight years, our numbers expanded even more rapidly than that, and now there are six thousand trained and lethal Guardians of Humanity scattered across the United States, including Alaska and Hawaii.”
The map zoomed out once again, now showing a map of the whole world. While the United States was as bright red as ever, the rest of the world was still green, although there were clusters of red dots scattered in various places around Europe, Asia, and Africa. In particular, South Africa had a ton of red dots, while in Europe, Sweden had the most red dots of the various different countries there. Japan had the most red dots in Asia, though Korea and China had their fair share as well.
“And now, our message is spreading beyond the United States to every country, language, tribe, tongue, and people on the planet,” Overkill continued. “The old divisions that once needlessly divided humanity—race, gender, religion, creed, language, skin color, nationality, and everything else—are becoming irrelevant. Normals across the planet are realizing that we have far more in common than we do different, and it’s those commonalities that will eventually unite all normals against our real enemies: The supers. The freaks. The mutants. The defects that must be corrected for humanity to progress.”
I flinched when Overkill said ‘defects.’ It reminded me of my own genetic defect, but something told me that Overkill wasn’t talking about Hernandez’s Disease.
Overkilled came to a stop and looked out across the crowd again. “As it should! For centuries, humans have killed each other over silly, irrelevant differences. Putting an end to racism, sexism, and various other ideologies designed to divide humanity artificially is one of the greatest accomplishments of the twenty-first century. It is ironic, however, that the only way to bring humans together is by pitting us against an enemy far more powerful than us, an enemy who can, in the blink of an eye, destroy entire towns, devastate whole cities, and leave even the strongest countries in ruins. Tell me, are we going to stand for that?”
“No!” the Guardians cried as one, speaking in absolute unison, which threw me off-guard completely. “All humans are brothers!”
“Exactly,” said Overkill. He sighed. “Yet it is not supers who primarily oppose us, but other normals. They see us as crazed extremists, unable to listen to reason or facts. Thus, they work with the supers to arrest us, unmask us, and throw us in prison, sometimes even executing us. As a result, those of us brave enough to fight the freaks have been forced to don costumes, assume fake names, and hide all traces of our true identities to protect ourselves and those we love.”
“Sounds kind of like they have secret identities of their own,” I whispered to Sofia.
Overkill must have been thinking the same thing because he barked a terrible laugh suddenly and said, “Another irony. Supers, by and large, no longer need secret identities anymore, clinging to them only out of a sense of tradition and culture. We who choose to fight against them, who choose to fight for humanity’s progress and prosperity, however, must adopt our own secret identities to protect us not merely from the supers, but from our fellow humans. It is also tragic, however, because, in a sane society, we would be the ones able to fight freely under our real identities, while the supers would be the ones forced into hiding.”
There was some murmured agreement when Overkill said that. Guess most of the Guardians didn’t like not being able to walk around in public and talk about how much they wanted to kill supers without facing retaliation.
On the other hand, I had to admit they actually had a better rationale for their secret identities than we did. Plus, I found something in Overkill’s speech strangely persuasive, even though I found the actual content mostly disturbing. He was a good public speaker.
Overkill raised a clenched fist into the air. “Despite the relentless opposition that we face from every corner of society, we are still growing. Each day, more and more normals join us. Each day, more and more normals begin to see supers—whether ‘heroes’ or ‘villains’—as the problem, rather than the solution to a problem. And that is something to rejoice in.”
The holographic image behind Overkill switched one last time, now showing the ruins of San Francisco. I recognized it because it was the same image used in History class back in my normal high school. It showed the broken Golden Gate Bridge, barely standing amid the smoke rising from the destroyed buildings beyond it.
Overkill gestured with his fist at the picture. “It was thanks to supers that San Francisco was totally destroyed and millions of innocent lives perished nineteen long years ago. Battles between superheroes and supervillains regularly leave entire city blocks uninhabitable. Billions of dollars in property damage have been caused due to the carelessness of supers. And with every super that is born, the fate of the world grows even dimmer. It is incredibly likely that humanity itself will be extinguished by a powerful super who even the other supers cannot stop in the future. Which is why we need to kill them all. Especially the children.”
I tensed when Overkill mentioned children. I was thinking of Ronny. No wonder that other Guardian had tried to kill Ronny. I now understood why they saw killing super children as acceptable.
Overkill lowered his fist and the image behind him changed again. With a jerk in my stomach, I recognized the image as a picture of the Academy campus, specifically the Omega Man statue, with the Auditorium rising above it.
“Speaking of children, I believe the time has come to make the announcement which will put us on the map,” said Overkill. He gestured at the image behind him. “Do you see this image? It is a picture of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans, the largest freak factory in the country. And this particular image is an image of the legendary Omega Man, considered the strongest superhero in the world before he mysteriously vanished eleven years ago. Nowadays, Bolt is considered the strongest in the world, though I imagine that he, too, will be eclipsed by a more powerful super sooner or later.”
I gulped but listened more closely than ever. I still wasn’t entirely sure what Overkill’s announcement was going to be, but if it involved the Academy, I had a feeling that it would not be a very good one.
“Are we gonna burn the Academy to the ground?” a Guardian called out excitedly. “Because if we are, then I call dibs on the Gym!”
I was shocked by the absolute bloodthirstiness I heard in that Guardian’s voice. Based on the way the other Guardians nodded in agreement, however, I could tell that he was not the only one who wanted to destroy the Academy and everyone within it.
“Not exactly,” said Overkill, shaking his head. “We will destroy the Academy, as well as Turner and Blackwell, eventually, but that will be a little later on. I, however, have a much bigger announcement to make, one that will shake the very foundations of the superhuman community itself, should it become public knowledge.”
“What is it?” another Guardian, a woman with a Kenyan accent, called out from the other side of the room. “Get onto it already!”
Overkill tilted his head to the side, a movement that sent chills down my spine for some reason. “If you insist.”
The image behind him changed again. This time, it showed what looked like a metallic casket with a clear view window sitting in what looked like either a warehouse or underground chamber somewhere.
But it didn’t really matter where the casket was. What mattered was the face of the man who was asleep inside it:
It was the face of Omega Man, the legendary Lost Hero.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


A hushed silence fell over the room when the image of the sleeping Omega Man, who wore an odd metal crown with blinking red lights on it, appeared on the holographic display behind them. Every faceless mask in the room, including ours, was fixed on the image as if it was the only thing in existence. 
“No way,” Sofia muttered beside me, “that can’t be the real Omega Man … can it?”
“I … I’m not sure,” I replied, unable to take my eyes off of the image. “I’ve never seen him in person, but his face looks like every picture I’ve ever seen of him.”
Hogarth, of course, said nothing. But he did tap his smartwatch a couple of times. I hoped he was sending a message to Shade about this development because it was huge. The implications were too much even for me to comprehend right now, as well as the dozens of questions that assaulted my mind as I tried to figure out what to ask first.
As it turned out, however, no one had to ask anything, because Overkill said, “I probably don’t need to say this, but to state it clearly, yes, that is Omega Man. And I do, in fact, know where he is.”
Dozens of questions exploded from the Guardians all at once. There was so much shouting and questioning that it was impossible to make out anything in particular, at least until Bloodbath fired several shots into the ceiling, which was enough to shut everyone up.
“Now, now,” said Overkill, raising his hands. “One question at a time. I am only human, remember, just like the rest of you.”
“How the heck did you find Omega Man?” asked the Guardian who had wanted to burn down the Gym earlier. “He’s been missing for over ten years!”
“How I found him is irrelevant,” said Overkill. “Nor am I going to tell you where he is just yet. But it is him. I confirmed it. This is the real deal.”
“No wonder you didn’t want this information to go public,” said the Kenyan Guardian. “If the supers knew that their most powerful hero was still alive, they would do anything to get him back.”
Overkill nodded. “Precisely. The freaks and mutants of the world have felt Omega Man’s loss for over a decade. They hunger for his leadership and guidance. They would likely do anything—and I do mean anything—to get Omega Man back. Should they do so, it would indeed be a huge setback for the Guardians of Humanity, perhaps the biggest we’ve ever dealt with. Humanity, itself, would probably not survive Omega Man’s reawakening.”
“So are we going to kill him now?” said the Kenyan Guardian. “If we know where he is, then we must kill him before he wakes up again.”
“A good idea,” said Overkill, “but also simple-minded, basic, and shortsighted. It’s not enough that I found Omega Man. Frankly, that’s not really the issue here. The real killer is that Omega Man is under our control. The supers would have to go through us if they want him back.”
“Are you saying that we’re going to bargain with the freaks?” said the Kenyan Guardian. “If so, for what? I thought we were trying to exterminate them.”
“It’s quite simple,” said Overkill. “We’ll give Omega Man back to them … only after he has done what we need him to do, of course.”
“Are you going to make Omega Man work for us?” said the crazy Guardian again. “How? Brainwashing? And what exactly are we gonna have him do once we get him on our side? Why would we even want a super working under us, anyway?”
“Those are all fair questions,” said Overkill, “each with a reasonable answer. But I am not going to answer them right now, I think.”
“Why not?” said the Kenyan Guardian in annoyance. “We’re all on the same side here, aren’t we?”
Overkill chuckled. “Are we, though? I’m not sure. I think I smell a rat.”
“You already got Harrison,” said the Kenyan Guardian, gesturing at Agent Harrison on the stage. “And he’s powerless.”
“I’m not talking about him,” said Overkill. “I’m talking about the other rats. Three of them, in fact, who have been in our midst this entire time.”
Before we could react, I felt the cold barrel of a gun get pressed against the back of my neck. Based on how Sofia and Hogarth also froze, it was clear that they were being held up by Guardians behind us as well.
“Jorge, Nathan, Burke,” said Overkill with a nod. “Bring the spies up here. I want to speak to each of them personally.”
With a nudge from the guns behind us, Sofia, Hogarth, and I made our way through the crowd of Guardians to the stage at the back of the room. As we walked, the Guardians stared at us as we passed, making me feel like a sheep walking through a pack of hungry wolves.
Overkill watched us on stage as we approached, his arms still folded behind his back. Although his face might have been obscured by his featureless helmet, I could sense the absolute hatred and disgust radiating from his very body. The hatred was so fierce that it felt almost like the rays of the sun, only a hundred times hotter.
Climbing onto the stage, our three ‘escorts’ forced us to our knees. They placed guns against the back of our necks and, although they did not pull the triggers, I could tell that they were ready and willing to kill us should we even attempt to free ourselves.
We were now the center of attention. Every single Guardian in the room stared at us. Even Agent Harrison managed to raise his head high enough to look at us. With his face bloodied and bruised, it was hard to tell what his expression was, but for some reason, he did not look nearly as worried as I thought he should have. Then again, Agent Harrison was probably more used to these kinds of situations than Sofia and I were.
Overkill held out a hand toward me. “Nathan, bring that girl over to me. Leave the other two.”
Nathan nodded. He hauled me to my feet and then forced me to walk toward Overkill. I did, of course, because I had no choice. Once I was close enough to Overkill, Nathan shoved me down on my knees again and Overkill grabbed my head, holding my head up so my mask faced the whole room.
“Those three are spies?” the Kenyan Guardian near the front of the crowd gasped. “Are they with the government?”
“How do we know they’re actually spies, though?” said another Guardian, who had a thick New Jersey accent. “We haven’t seen any proof that those three are spies.”
“That, Nick, is exactly what I was going to show you,” said Overkill. “Because these three aren’t just any spies. In particular, this one is rather famous, or her father is, anyway.”
Without warning, Overkill grabbed my mask and ripped it off my face. It didn’t hurt to have my mask ripped off, but I winced at the sudden movement anyway.
The collective Guardians stared at me with bewildered yet hateful body language. Even before anyone said anything, the hatred was palpable. It was the first time in my life that I’d ever come face-to-face with people who hated me because of what I was. It reminded me of all of those old stories Dad used to tell me about some of the much less grateful normals he had saved during his career, only infinitely worse, because every single man and woman in this room had the power and will to kill me and there was nothing I could do about it.
“That’s right,” said Overkill. He tossed my mask over his shoulder carelessly and pointed at me. “This girl is Ashley Jason, the daughter of Kevin Jason, better known as the superhero Bolt, the king of freaks.”
“The daughter of Bolt?” one of the Guardians cried out. “What’s she doing here? How did she infiltrate our meeting? Are her fellow spies supers, too?”
“Only the other girl,” said Overkill coldly. “The man is a normal G-Man agent, that is to say, a complete and utter traitor to his normal brothers and sisters. All three are associated with the G-Men, however, meaning that yes, the G-Men have indeed infiltrated our meeting.”
Shaking in my boots, I nonetheless looked up at Overkill and said, “How did you know? We never showed anyone our faces. We made sure to keep our plan a secret from you guys. Did you learn it from Harrison?”
Overkill chuckled. “Oh, no. Harrison is a very tight-lipped man. I figured out your identities through simple deduction. I know that the G-Men never abandon their own. It was only a matter of time before they sent someone to save Harrison. And given how we’re smack-dab in the middle of G-Men territory, it was inevitable that your kind would try to save him. I will admit, however, that I expected Shade to send actual adults, rather than two teenage girls and their babysitter.”
I heard Hogarth and Sofia gasp behind me, but they didn’t say anything. Not surprising. We had gone into this mission thinking that Overkill had no idea about us, yet it was clear the entire time that Overkill had known who we were from the start. He was much smarter than he looked.
“But how did you know it was me, specifically?” I said. “We’ve never even met before.”
“I’ve met your father before, though,” said Overkill. “Even seen your baby pictures, though your stupid dad didn’t know who I was at the time. Besides, the Jason family has been on my radar for quite some time now. If I remember correctly, you protected your useless baby brother from one of our brothers in arms not too long ago, did you not?”
I gulped but said, “Y-You sent that man to kill Ronny?”
“Of course I did,” said Overkill. He leaned down toward me, his red faceless mask almost level with my face. “Which, I accept, is my fault. I figured that a newbie like Will would have had no trouble killing a baby. I suppose I underestimated your family. But next time, I won’t.”
I shuddered. “So you are going to try to kill Ronny again. Why? Why do you want to kill a baby?”
“Because the world doesn’t need another super,” said Overkill. “There are too many of your kind as is. I think the world would be better off with them.”
“Cut the crap,” I said. “Will—the guy you sent to kill Ronny—told us that Ronny was going to bring about the end of the world unless you guys killed him. What did he mean by that?”
Overkill chuckled. “Ah. So not only did Will fail to kill a baby, he even blabbed about the Saying. What an incompetent idiot. Next time I see him, I might just have to kill him myself.”
“The Saying?” I said. “What is that?”
“None of your business,” Overkill replied. “Here’s one thing you need to understand about me: I am not a supervillain. I do not blab about my plans to heroes like you so you can thwart them at the last minute. Once my plans are complete, then—and only then—will you understand what I am trying to do. Or you would if you were going to live that long.”
Overkill stood up and, in one smooth motion, pulled out a pistol from his side and pressed its barrel against the side of my head. The cold metal of the gun’s barrel felt like death’s cold kiss on my flesh, making me freeze up as my flight-or-fight instincts kicked in. Unfortunately, I could neither fight nor fly because of Overkill and the other Guardians keeping me down. The other Guardian took his gun off my neck, which wasn’t very reassuring.
Overkill, naturally, didn’t even seem to notice. His attention was turned to the assembled Guardians, who all watched the proceedings like a captive audience watching a movie or play.
“Although the G-Men may have sent spies to infiltrate our group, that does not mean we are unsafe,” said Overkill. His grip on his pistol tightened and he pressed its barrel more closely against my head. “Our target still is Ashley Jason’s youngest brother, but nonetheless, I will put her to death and then post pictures of her death online. It will be a warning to the super community that no one is safe from us, and it will be an especially personal blow against Bolt. Killing the spawn of one of the most famous freaks in the world is a powerful victory for the Guardians and an even more powerful victory for humanity as a whole.”
The Guardians began cheering and hooting for Overkill. The bloodlust in their voices as they called for Overkill to murder me in cold blood chilled my blood. Again, I’d never seen such raw hatred before from so many people. It was terrifying, more terrifying than my darkest nightmares could ever hope to be because it was real and I was about to die. I couldn’t even give Sofia and Hogarth one last look.
Then Harrison began to laugh. His laughter was mad and loud, so loud it even caused the cheering, bloodthirsty Guardians to look at him in confusion and even fear. Even Overkill’s composure broke under Harrison’s laughter, causing him to look away from me to stare at Harrison. He did not, however, remove the gun from my head, so I was forced to remain on my knees, though I thought I saw shadows twitching out of the corner of my eyes.
“What are you laughing about, freak?” Overkill snapped. “Have you finally lost what little sanity your kind has?”
Harrison managed to stop laughing just long enough to look at Overkill and smirk. “Oh, I went crazy a long time ago, Overkill. I’m just laughing at how effectively you fell for our trap.”
“Trap?” said Overkill. “What—”
Without warning, the shadows of every Guardian in the room rose up and wrapped their arms around Guardians like snakes. The assembled Guardians cried out and cursed, struggling to free themselves from their own shadows, but it was impossible. They even tried reaching for their weapons at their sides but were completely unable to retrieve their weapons, much less wield them long enough to actually use them. Bloodbath raised her gun, only to have it swatted out of her hands by her shadow, which then tackled her to the ground and pinned her underneath. The shadows of the Guardians holding me, Harrison, Hogarth, and Sofia also took them down, finally freeing us from our captors.
Overkill’s shadow tried to get him as well, but Overkill jumped to the side at the last moment and blasted a hole in his shadow’s head, causing it to dissipate. Even so, Overkill didn’t try to shoot me or my allies. He swept his gun around the room, clearly trying to figure out what was going on.
“Our own shadows … betrayed us?” said Overkill in a confused voice. “What witchcraft is this?”
“Not witchcraft, my friend,” came a familiar female voice from the shadows, “though I’ve been called a witch before, and much worse.”
From out of the shadows in the corner of the stage, Shade emerged. Unlike the panicking and struggling Guardians, Shade looked perfectly at ease, especially when she looked over at Overkill, who trained his gun on her now.
“Shade?” I said in shock. “What are you doing here?”
Shade shot me an amused grin. “What does it look like? Playing the hero. And, eventually, slaughtering every single one of these losers in cold blood.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Now it made sense. Shade could control and manipulate shadows. That explained why the Guardians’ shadows suddenly betrayed them, which was still a weird thing to think about. It also made me marvel at Shade’s power. Even though I’d already seen her pull off some pretty amazing things with her powers, seeing her controlling the Guardians’ shadows like puppets was another thing entirely. With a power like that, I was glad she was on my side. 
Overkill no longer seemed as shocked as before. He even lowered his gun, perhaps knowing that there was no way he could possibly hope to beat Shade when all of his followers had been immobilized at once. Oddly, however, there was no fear in Overkill’s body language. He seemed more annoyed than anything, though perhaps he just didn’t want to show weakness to Shade.
Shade’s gaze flicked over to Overkill. “So you’re the infamous Overkill I’ve heard so much about. I thought you’d be taller.”
Overkill shrugged. “I thought the infamous Shade would look more her age, rather than trying to ape her youth.”
Shade laughed. “Really? Attacking my looks? Is that the best you’ve got? I’m really not impressed.”
“But I am,” said Overkill. He glanced at the shadows around us. “Your power over shadow is well-known even among the Guardians, but I didn’t know your control was this absolute.”
Shade waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, I couldn’t always do this. Took years of training and practice to pull off. But it is one of my favorite tricks because no one ever sees it coming. Except you, apparently, unless you just happen to have freakishly good reflexes.”
Overkill grunted and looked at Shade again. “Then this entire thing was a setup.”
“Entire thing?” I repeated, looking at Overkill, puzzled. “What thing?”
Overkill gestured at Harrison behind him, who was now standing on his feet, dusting off his jacket and pants. “Harrison. I thought we captured him too easily. It was almost like he wanted to be captured.”
“Frankly, I didn’t,” said Harrison, shaking his head. “But Director Bradford ordered me to get captured as part of our plan to finish you monsters off once and for all.”
“Plan?” I said. I looked at Shade. “You didn’t mention any sort of plan to us.”
“Hogarth knew,” said Shade. She grinned. “Why do you think he wasn’t panicking even when you guys got pulled up on stage like a trio of clowns?”
Shocked, I looked at Hogarth and Sofia, who had removed their masks now that there was no reason to keep them on. Sofia had a troubled expression on her face, while Hogarth looked totally at ease. He looked even calmer than Shade, holding his helmet under his right arm, nodding when Shade spoke.
“I see,” said Overkill. “Very clever. You send Harrison to get himself captured like an amateur agent, even though he’s one of the most experienced agents in the Department. If I had to hazard a guess, Harrison likely has some sort of tracker on him that we didn’t see, which allowed you to track him, and by extension, us, here.”
“Wrong, but close,” said Shade. “We already knew you guys were going to be down here thanks to our excellent and informative spy network. The real point in getting Harrison captured was to make you guys lower your guard.”
Then Overkill glanced at me. “Then the purpose of Ashley and the others was never to rescue Harrison, but rather distract us from your real plans.”
“Basically, yeah,” said Shade, nodding. “Although you’re quite a bit shorter than I was expecting, you’re pretty smart. Not smart enough to keep your irrational hatred of supers under control, but smart enough to figure out the overall plan even if you got a few details wrong.”
“You have to be smart when dealing with freaks like you,” said Overkill. “Unlike you supers, us normals have to rely on our wits and ingenuity to survive. If I’d been an idiot, I would have died a long time ago.”
“You mean you deliberately used Sofia and me as bait to distract Overkill?” I said to Shade in astonishment. “What if we’d gotten killed? I was seconds away from getting murdered execution-style.”
Shade waved her hand at me dismissively. “Take a chill pill, girl. Weren’t you listening to Overkill’s explanation? You were never really in trouble at all. I was always going to swoop in at the last moment and save the day.”
I wasn’t sure whether to cringe at Shade for using outdated slang or get even angrier that she apparently didn’t think that my concerns were even remotely valid. Even Sofia looked peeved by Shade’s using us like this, which told me that she hadn’t been in on Shade’s plan, either. Only Hogarth and Harrison exchanged knowing looks, as if saying to each other That’s Shade, all right.
“You haven’t actually saved anything,” said Overkill. “Even if you have immobilized all of my men, it’s still five of you against me. I’ve faced much worse odds and survived before, especially considering that two of you are powerless.”
Shade tapped her chin. “Oh, did I forget to mention that the entire building is surrounded by G-Men and FBI agents? Right now, they’re waiting for me to give the go-ahead to invade the building and start arresting or killing people. Even if you beat us—a big fat if there—you’d have to deal with dozens of federal agents, both normal and super, trained to deal with pond scum like you.”
For the first time since Shade appeared, Overkill tensed. It was clear that even Overkill knew he and his men didn’t stand a chance if both the G-Men and the FBI were involved. It made me feel safer because it meant that we definitely outnumbered these guys by a considerable margin. Granted, Overkill was still a dangerous individual in his own right, but he was now a lot less so.
That was why I found Overkill’s apparent calmness unnerving. He should have been panicking at least as much as his fellow Guardians, yet he looked as if everything was going exactly according to plan. Maybe I was reading too much into his behavior. Maybe he just had a really good poker face.
Overkill began to clap. The unexpected reaction even got Shade’s smirk to falter. It certainly surprised me, causing me to take a step backward.
“I underestimated you, Director Bradford,” said Overkill as he finished clapping. “The rumors I heard about you suggested that you were an air-headed girl who liked trolling people more than getting results. I now see in you what Cadmus Smith must have seen in you when he picked you to be his successor so many years ago.”
“What can I say?” said Shade. “I’m smarter than I look, although I do get a kick out of pushing people’s buttons. It’s fun, even if it isn’t always productive.”
Overkill put one hand on his hip. “Although I may have underestimated you, it is equally clear that you have underestimated me.”
Shade smirked. “What are you talking about, Overkill? In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve taken out all of your men, totally outnumbered you, and cut off every possible avenue of escape. And this is after months of planning to make sure that our plan was airtight. Trust me, if there’s one thing Cadmus taught me, it’s that you shouldn’t underestimate normals.”
“Yet you did anyway,” said Overkill. “Because it is in the nature of you supers to look down on us normals. You believe that because you can soar through the skies and rip skyscrapers off their foundations that you are better than us. You aren’t. And that’s your fatal undoing.”
Without warning, the spotlights above exploded in brightness. The sudden increase in brightness caused all of the shadows to wither and vanish, forcing Shade, me, and the others to cover our faces to avoid getting blinded. Then I heard gunfire go off and froze, thinking that Overkill had shot me.
But when I didn’t feel any bullets in my stomach, I lowered my hands to see what happened. And wished I hadn’t.
Shade, Harrison, and Hogarth lay on the stage in various states of injury. Harrison had a bullet hole in his head, his eyes wide and frozen in death. Shade and Hogarth, fortunately, only had bleeding wounds in their guts, the two of them still alive. Only Sofia and I had escaped getting shot, and that was because both Shade, who lay at my feet, and Hogarth, who lay at Sofia’s, had jumped in front of us to save us.
Overkill held two guns in his hands, pointing one at me and one at Sofia. Smoke rose from the tips of his gun’s barrels as Overkill lowered his weapons to his sides, seemingly surprised to see us still breathing.
“S-Shade?” I said, looking down at her in horror. “Your stomach. Are you—?”
Shade looked up at me. Through the pain in her eyes, I saw fear, fear which sent a chill up my spine. “Run. Now.”
Overkill suddenly laughed. “Run? Where? Have you forgotten where you are? Look at the crowd and tell me what you see, girl.”
Gulping, I looked out at the assembled Guardians below … and felt my heart fall straight into my stomach.
All of the Guardians were free. Their shadows no longer restrained them. In fact, they didn’t have shadows at all any more thanks to the intensely bright lights. The spotlights above, which had been turned to maximum brightness, made my face and body break out into a sweat. I felt like I was standing under the hot Texas summer sun in the middle of August
The now-freed Guardians had pulled out their guns and were now aiming them at me and Sofia. Although their masks hid their expressions, I could tell that every last one of them wanted to kill Sofia and me.
“What—?” I said. “How—?”
“Shade’s powers require shadow to work with,” said Overkill, causing me to look at him. “Shade cannot make shadow. She can only work with what is available around her, which is normally quite a bit. So I automatically forced the lights to maximum brightness. Thanks to the way this room’s lighting is set up, it effectively eliminates all shadow. What little it does leave is not nearly enough for Shade to use it well, if at all.”
“It’s not quite as effective as powerless gas,” Bloodbath, who was now free of her own shadow, replied. She aimed her gun at me. “But it works for our purposes.”
“You mean this entire thing was a trap to kill Shade?” I said in horror. “How did you even know she would come here personally?”
Overkill chuckled. “The G-Men aren’t the only ones with spies, you know. The problem with the G-Men’s recent policy of admitting normals into their ranks is that it allows us to do the same thing. It’s quite convenient.”
“The agents on the surface,” said Sofia, glancing at the ceiling. “The ones that Shade mentioned. They’re still—”
A loud shaking sound above interrupted Sofia. It sounded like a bomb went off overhead. The bomb strong enough to cause the dust to fall from the ceiling, though fortunately, it held despite the blast.
“That was the building collapsing due to the bombs we placed around the foundation,” said Overkill. “Eventually, the G-Men and FBI might be able to dig out the entrance to our location. But by then, it will be much like opening up the entrance to a long-buried tomb … only with far more recent bodies.”




CHAPTER NINETEEN


I’d like to say that a brilliant plan to once again turn the tables on the Guardians came to mind. It’s what superheroes were supposed to do, right? Win against impossible odds, find the one-in-a-million chances of success to come out on top. Both Mom and Dad told me plenty of stories of them doing that sort of thing when they were my age. 
But unfortunately, the Academy didn’t teach a class called ‘How to Turn the Tables on a Bunch of Crazy Anti-Superhuman Serial Killers And Beat Them All’ and I kind of suspected that was something you couldn’t teach.
Which meant that Sofia and I were on our own.
Overkill stood a few feet away from us, his guns still gripped firmly in his hands. The other Guardians had their weapons aimed at us as well. I would have been more optimistic about our chances of success if, perhaps, we had just been fighting Overkill alone.
But against over two dozen of the Guardians’ best super killers with the highest body counts under their belts?
I didn’t want to say it aloud, but yeah, we were screwed. And I kind of regretted submitting my application to SAP. I really did feel like a sap now, just like Theo said I was.
Overkill took aim at me and Sofia. “Any last words, girls? Other than cursing the G-Men for being stupid enough to underestimate me. And don’t let it be some sort of dumb quip. I know how much you supers like your quips, but they won’t save you now. They might draw out your inevitable death a little longer than normal.”
I bit my lower lip. I had nothing to say to Overkill. I was scared out of my mind. My armor was uncomfortable and bulky. I was sweating bullets. And the room was hot. So hot. Why did it have to be so hot? I wish someone would turn off those lights. If we could turn off the lights—or at least dim them—then I might be able to think, though no amount of thinking would—
Wait. Remember what I said about finding that one-in-a-million chance of success?
I think I just did.
I looked at Overkill and grinned. “Shade is right. You are short.”
Overkill growled like a lion and yelled, “Fire at will, everyone!”
The Guardians immediately obeyed his command, firing all of their guns at the same time. The noise was unbearably loud in the room, but I didn’t let myself get distracted. Using the bright light, I formed the thickest possible light barrier around me, Sofia, Shade, and Hogarth. Dozens of bullets struck the barrier at once, leaving thick cracks wherever they landed, but the cracks disappeared as quickly as they appeared until soon the barrier looked as smooth as ever.
Overkill was so shocked by my sudden move that he lowered his guns to his sides. “What the—? Why didn’t our bullets destroy your barrier?”
I smiled, even though I felt a little bit of pain in my heart from using my powers. “Guess you didn’t know, but my powers work best in the light. By taking away the shadows, you might have left Shade powerless, but you just gave me a nearly limitless resource of light to work with. As a result, I’m able to make hard light Constructs that are a hundred times stronger than I normally can. Thanks.”
Overkill growled again, but shook his head and said, “So you summoned a barrier. It won’t last forever. Sooner or later, your concentration will break, and then you will die.”
I grinned. “I don’t think so. Sofia! The lights!”
With a wave of my hand, I opened two holes in the barrier overhead. The holes were opened up directly underneath the hot spotlights on the ceiling, causing Overkill and the Guardians to look at the holes in confusion.
But Sofia, fortunately, understood what I was getting at. She jumped to her feet and fired two blasts of burning green acid from her hands. The acid shot through the air straight and true, blowing out both lights at the same time and plunging the whole room into complete darkness.
That, of course, caused my barrier to fall completely, but it also caused the Guardians to scream and yell in confusion. I heard gunshots going off in the darkness, but without light, the Guardians were effectively shooting blind. Even so, I bent over to try to keep myself from getting hit by a stray bullet, only for a strong hand to grab my neck and lift me off my feet. Two red lights blinded me in my face for a moment before my vision adjusted, allowing me to see Overkill holding me, the lights on either side of his helmet reflecting off his red faceplate.
“You dumb brat,” said Overkill. “Neat trick, but if you think you can sneak away in the darkness, you’re wrong. All Guardian helmets are equipped with night vision capabilities. Neither you nor your girlfriend are getting away from me that easily.”
I coughed due to how tightly Overkill held my neck. “I … wasn’t … running … away …”
Overkill tilted his head in confusion before a smug female voice behind him said, “Well said, Ashley.”
Overkill looked over his shoulder just in time for a shadow tendril to slice through his neck and send his head flying off his shoulders somewhere into the darkness around us. Without Overkill’s head, his grip on me slackened and I fell onto the stage. His body collapsed onto the stage somewhere in front of me, the fresh scent of blood filling my nostrils. Frankly, though, I was just glad I couldn’t see it because I wasn’t in the mood to see a headless man.
“Ashley, you okay?” said the female voice above me, which I recognized as Shade’s.
“Y-Yeah,” I said, nodding. “But what about the other Guardians?”
An evil laugh came from Shade, which sounded even eviler in the darkness. “Good question. Hold on. I have some trash to dispose of.”
Although I couldn’t see anything, I could certainly hear the screams from the Guardians, punctuated occasionally by what sounded like blades slashing into or through skin. It sounded like a slaughter was happening all around me and I couldn’t see it. I just lay there on the stage, listening as Shade tore the Guardians apart.
And, though I was hardly a fan of the Guardians, I had to admit that I was glad I couldn’t see what she was doing. The screams alone, the begging for mercy, and the sound of flesh being rent open would haunt my nightmares for as long as I lived.




CHAPTER TWENTY


A few hours later, I sat in the G-Men’s medical facility, with a blanket wrapped around my shoulders and a cup of warm tea in my hands. Sitting next to me was Sofia, who looked every bit as disturbed as I did, wearing a similar blanket with an equally warm cup of tea in her hands. 
The G-Men’s medical facility, which was located inside G-Men HQ, reminded me very much of the Academy Clinic, only bigger, fancier, and with far more medical staff. Jonathan, the G-Men’s HQ AI, told me that the Hospital, as they called it, was about the size of a small real hospital and was where most G-Men agents went to get medical attention for the injuries they received on the job. The doctors and nurses who worked here were mostly normal, save for the head doctor, a super named Healer, who had personally treated Sofia and my’s injuries.
Fortunately, neither Sofia nor I had suffered any major injuries. For me, the pain was mostly psychological. I sat there, trying to process everything that happened, but even thinking about it made me feel overwhelmed. The Guardians’ hate-filled chants, Harrison’s death, Overkill getting beheaded in front of me, and the screams of pain from the Guardians as Shade slaughtered them all … I shuddered at the thought.
“How are you feeling?” said Sofia, her harsh, yet concerned, voice breaking through my thoughts.
I looked at Sofia suddenly. She looked at me like I was an idiot, but I also thought I caught a hint of concern in her eyes that I’d never seen before. “I … I don’t know. Is it always like this?”
“Always like what?” said Sofia.
I shuddered. “The G-Men. Shade. You apprenticed under her last year, right? Did something like this happen back then?”
Sofia shook her head. She sipped her tea slowly as if carefully considering her response. “No. Nothing like this. Last year, we mostly went on patrols around D.C., because the G-Men consider it their territory. I also got to do some training sessions alongside actual G-Men agents, learn about how to become an agent myself, and other things like that. We did have to deal with a couple of terrorists that tried to bomb the White House, but they were nothing compared to that. Why?”
I shuddered. “I don’t know. I think I may just go back to the Academy.”
Sofia rolled her eyes. “Giving up so soon? What would your dad think?”
I stared at Sofia in disbelief. “What are you talking about? We weren’t dealing with a couple of petty purse-snatchers. Those guys were an organized hate group who knew how to kill us.”
“And then Shade slaughtered them like the pigs they are,” Sofia said, sipping her tea once more. “None of them will ever bother us again.”
What Sofia said was true. Shade had indeed used the deep shadows of the sub-basement to slaughter all of the Guardians. Or almost all of them. I didn’t know, because Shade took us back to the surface via shadow-travel before we could see anything. Once we returned to the surface, Shade handed us off to the G-Men and FBI agents who had been frantically digging through the rubble of the building and instructed them to take us directly to HQ. Hogarth had also been sent back with us, though he was currently staying in the normal wing of the Hospital recovering from his gunshot wound.
Sofia and I, due to our relative lack of injuries, were put in the same room, a small but clean ten by fifteen room with two beds, chairs, and a sink and a mini-fridge. The bright lighting overhead was in sharp contrast to the absolute darkness of the sub-basement, plus it didn’t smell anything like blood and gore. Calming elevator music played somewhere in the background mixed in with sounds of people walking up and down the hallway outside our door, rather than the screams of the dying.
Sighing, I said, “Maybe. But I didn’t realize Shade could be so … brutal.”
“That’s generally how the G-Men are,” said Sofia. “Unlike the NHA or even the INJ, the G-Men are willing to do whatever it takes to neutralize a threat. Shade has probably killed tons of people in the past. Bad people, of course, who deserved it. Like the Guardians, who tried to kill us and your baby brother, too.”
I bit my lower lip. Frankly, I couldn’t disagree. The Guardians had forfeited their right to life when they tried to take Ronny’s and then ours. Any organization that actively encouraged its members to murder children didn’t get any sympathy from me.
Still, I couldn’t get those mental images out of my mind. In particular, Overkill’s beheading stood out to me more than the others, likely because it had happened directly in front of my face. I had no love for Overkill whatsoever, but seeing him literally lose his head shook me for some reason.
“Well put, Sofia,” said Shade’s voice all of a sudden. “I’m glad you understand why I did what I had to do.”
From out of the shadows of one of the room’s corners emerged Shade. Although her bullet wound was bandaged, Shade still looked like she had been in the middle of a war. Her dark hair was messy and everywhere, while her leather outfit had a few holes and scratches and what may or may not have been dried blood. She walked with a minor limp, however, which told me that she was hurting far more than she let on.
“Shade?” I said, looking at her in shock. “What happened to you?”
“Stayed up all night hunting down the last of the Guardians,” said Shade, brushing back her messy hair. “Unfortunately, some of the jerks got away.”
“What?” I said, exchanging a surprised look with Sofia. “But I thought you killed them all.”
“No,” said Shade, shaking her head. “Remember those side tunnels connected to the sub-basement? Some of the smarter ones fled through them. Tried to hunt them down, but as it turns out, the tunnels connect to an even bigger tunnel system and eventually to the D.C. sewer system. It would take days to explore the whole thing, days I don’t have, so I let some of them get away. Doubt we’ll be hearing from them again anytime soon, however. I imagine most of them will be too scared to crawl out of their holes for a very long time, if ever.”
I gulped. Intellectually, I knew Shade was on my side, but it was hard not to feel afraid of her when she talked that way. She sounded like she hadn’t just murdered nearly two dozen men and women all by herself. And if what Sofia said was true, then Shade had probably killed far more than that over her career in the G-Men.
Shade shook her head and looked at us. “But what about you? Are you two all right?”
“Healer said we’re okay,” said Sofia. She nodded at the beds. “He did want us to stay the night just to be safe, but he sounded like he wasn’t very worried about us.”
“I imagine,” said Shade. She sighed and looked at her feet. “You two survived. Unlike Harrison, who didn’t.”
I sipped my tea awkwardly. “So he’s really dead?”
“Yeah,” said Shade. She looked up at me, though there were no tears in her eyes. “That’s why it took me a while to get here. I spoke with Healer and the coroner and they both confirmed that Harrison had likely died instantly when Overkill shot him. That wasn’t part of the plan.”
Although Shade was not crying, it was obvious that Harrison’s death had shaken her. I recalled Shade telling us that Harrison had been her right-hand man, but her reaction told me that he must have been a bit more than that. Then again, Shade seemed protective of her agents in general, so that was probably another reason why his death seemed to hit her so hard.
“I’m sorry, Shade,” I said. “Harrison seemed like a good guy.”
“He was the best,” Shade said. “I’m going to personally inform his family about his death.”
“He had a family?” Sofia questioned. “He never mentioned his family to me.”
Shade nodded. “Yeah. A wife and two teenagers. Nice people. All of them normal, by the way, even though he was a super.”
I nodded, but deep down, I felt even worse. Harrison hadn’t just died. He had left a family behind, which made me feel bad for his wife and kids. Yet there was nothing I could do to help them, especially not right now.
“But you two did well,” said Shade, looking from me to Sofia and back again. “Although really, things shouldn’t have gone that way. I was supposed to come in, kill Overkill, and capture his minions. Not kill them all like that.”
“Why not?” said Sofia. “Don’t those monsters deserve it?”
“Absolutely,” said Shade, “but the mission’s objective was to capture high-ranking Guardians who we could then interrogate for further information about the organization. Especially about Omega Man’s location, which is something that even the G-Men don’t know.”
I gulped. “Meaning that even with Overkill’s death, the Guardians are still around?”
“Of course,” said Shade. “Overkill’s death is definitely a huge blow to the Guardians, but it’s not enough to end the organization itself. Most likely, one of the surviving Guardians will rise up to replace him. Might be difficult, though, because our spies inform us that Overkill didn’t leave a will or any sort of line of succession in case of his death.”
“Meaning that the organization might collapse in on itself due to infighting?” Sofia asked hopefully.
“Probably,” said Shade, “but in any case, you and your family, Ashley, won’t have to worry about the Guardians for a while. I know you’ve been very worried about them, but without Overkill’s direction, the Guardians will be too busy fighting among each other to go after your family anytime soon.”
I sighed in relief. “Hope you’re right. But … I’m not sure I want to be here anymore.”
Shade looked at me with a confused expression. “Here? You mean D.C.? You do realize that you’re still in the same general region as the Academy, right?”
“Right,” I said, “but I mean I don’t know if I want to complete my apprenticeship. I’m not sure I can complete it. Not after … this.”
Shade folded her arms in front of her chest, a thoughtful look on her face. “I know how you feel, but unfortunately, you have to stay until the end of the week. Then you and Sofia can go back to the Academy. Trust me, after this mission, I’m going to keep you two here, perhaps to do some training and learn more about the G-Men. I’m leaving the actual missions to the adult members.”
I looked up at Shade in disbelief. “You knowingly sent me up against the Guardians despite being fully aware of my family’s recent—very recent—history with them and now you’re acting like you didn’t know what you were doing? What is wrong with you?”
“Nothing,” said Shade. “I just thought that you would be up for it. And for the record, I didn’t intend for you to almost get killed. Or for Harrison to get killed, for that matter.”
What Shade said hit me in the face like a sledgehammer and I lapsed into silence. Here I was, worrying about my own emotional state when one of Shade’s closest friends and allies had literally gotten killed.
Looking at it from that perspective, who was the actual selfish idiot here: Shade, or me?
Shade shook her head. “In any case, I need to go. As I said, you two will spend the rest of your apprenticeship here at HQ until you need to return to the Academy. No going anywhere.”
“Will you keep us in the loop on the Guardian situation?” said Sofia. “Like, for example, Overkill’s real identity and Omega Man’s current location?”
Shade nodded. “Sure. We’re still investigating it, however, so don’t expect any news for a while. See ya.”
With that, Shade walked back into the darkened corner of our room and vanished, leaving Sofia and I sitting by ourselves.
And me wondering if I overstepped when I called out Shade. I still didn’t like what she did to me, but I had to admit, I was still alive while Harrison wasn’t.
I should be grateful for that.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


As Shade promised, the rest of our apprenticeship was pretty uneventful in comparison to that first night. Sofia and I trained alongside actual G-Men agents, both supers and normals, which turned out to be a lot harder than I was expecting. The G-Men’s combat training was almost completely different from the Combat class back in the Academy. If I thought that Sea Sister, our Combat teacher, kicked our butts, then the G-Men’s Combat Coach, an old man named Bloodboil, practically murdered us in every training session. Though given how dangerous the Guardians mission had been, I couldn’t say the training was unnecessary. 
As well, we got to learn about some of the less glamorous aspects of the job, such as filing reports for Shade to read, pre-missions debriefings, how the G-Men worked alongside NGOs like the NHA and INJ as well as local and international law enforcement, their interactions with the President and other parts of the government, and so on. There was so much to learn that Sofia and I were kept extremely busy, busy enough that I was shocked when I woke up Sunday morning and my Team Watch reminded me that today was the day we were heading back to the Academy.
Time really does fly when you’re too busy to think, I thought as Sofia and I walked down the hallway to the Danger Chamber, following Shade, who seemed unusually perky today for some reason.
Even so, I hadn’t been busy enough to forget about the Guardians entirely. You’d think that staying inside the G-Men HQ meant that I’d get the latest info on the Guardians before anyone else, but you’d be surprised to learn how much I found out from watching the news or going on social media. It seemed to me that Shade didn’t entirely trust Sofia or me with a lot of that information, even though she did give us a few updates now and then between training sessions. Perhaps she just wanted to keep us busy so we wouldn’t obsess over our experiences in the sub-basement.
From what I’d gathered so far, the G-Men had identified Overkill as the little-known anti-superhuman bigot Richard Kyle, who was apparently from Huntsville, Alabama of all places. They’d also identified several of the other Guardians, except for Bloodbath, who was one of the few Guardians to escape Shade’s slaughter. Her location was still unknown, although the G-Men had put out a bounty on her head that anyone, super or normal, could take up if they wanted. They’d even opened a special anonymous hotline and email address for anyone who had information on the whereabouts of Bloodbath and a handful of other high-ranking Guardians.
As for the Guardians themselves, it was still unknown exactly how they were reacting to the death of their leader. Early reports from G-Men spies indicated that there was a lot of anxiety and worry among the Guardians, not helped by the fact that Overkill hadn’t named a successor before his death. The organization had yet to fall apart, but Shade assured me that it was only a matter of time before the group collapsed due to vicious infighting (which she implied would be partly encouraged, if not outright created by, said G-Men spies).
Most of the social media comments on the news of Overkill’s death was overwhelmingly positive. Even among normals, the Guardians had a negative reputation, so most people were quite happy to learn that Overkill was dead. I called my parents yesterday to let them know about it, although they, of course, had already heard about it from Shade, who had contacted them to let them know that I was safe.
As you can imagine, our phone call was mostly Mom and Dad worrying incessantly over me. I assured them that I was all right and that they didn’t need to worry about me, but they didn’t seem entirely convinced. Especially Mom, who sounded like the only reason she hadn’t come to G-Men HQ to take me home herself was because someone needed to take care of Ronny. Dad was almost worse, though, probably because of his inherent distrust of the G-Men.
In any case, I managed to convince my parents not to withdraw me from SAP early. They were also glad that the Guardians were no longer as big a threat as they used to be. Without Overkill guiding them, it was highly unlikely that the Guardians would try to kill Ronny again. Dad mentioned that they would send away the NHA members protecting our house, now that the Guardians were no longer a threat to our family.
That was honestly a really big weight off my shoulders. Until I spoke to my parents last night, I hadn’t even realized how much I was worried about Ronny. With Overkill dead and the Guardians more or less disbanded, it meant that I no longer had to worry about Ronny nearly as much as I used to. It meant I could focus on other things, like my condition, for example, which was doing much better since I started taking the Super Pill, although obviously still not cured.
Entering the Danger Chamber, Shade looked over her shoulder at me and Sofia and smiled. “Ready to go back to school?”
Sofia groaned. “No.”
I nodded. “Yes.”
Shade smirked at our diametrically opposed responses. “I see we’ve got a bit of a disagreement here.”
“School is boring,” said Sofia as she hefted her bag over her shoulder. “Actually being out on the streets fighting real bad guys? Way more interesting.”
“You sound too much like my younger brother,” I said. “He’d probably say the same thing if he was in your shoes.”
“Then your brother sounds like he has his priorities straight,” Sofia replied. “But … I guess it will be nice to not have to worry about getting killed by anti-super bigots.”
I nodded. Although Sofia and I still had our disagreements, I had to admit that I understood her a lot better after working with her for a week. She wasn’t as bad as I thought. She was still arrogant, petty, and prone to jealousy, but she did seem to genuinely want to be a real superhero. She might even make a better superhero than me, which didn’t bother me. I still wasn’t sure I wanted to be a full-time superhero, especially after today.
“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about the Guardians even if you weren’t in school,” said Shade with a dismissive wave. “The Guardians’ real danger came from Overkill’s leadership. He was a threat all by himself. I expect that, between us, the NHA, and the INJ, the entire organization will be a memory by the end of the year, if not sooner.”
“Really?” I said in surprise. “The Guardians are that weak?”
“Pretty much,” said Shade with a nod. “Of course, destroying the Guardians won’t destroy anti-superhuman bigotry, but it should make it much less lethal.” She sighed. “That’s another one of the nice aspects of being a G-Man. We keep superhumans in general safe.”
“And normals, too,” I said. “Right?”
“Yeah, them, too, I guess,” said Shade. She brushed her hair back. “Although that was the main reason why we started hiring normals in the first place. The rise of anti-superhuman groups like the Guardians of Humanity meant that we needed normals to be able to infiltrate those groups. Supers are usually bad at it because we have a tendency to use our powers in stressful situations and out ourselves.”
“Oh,” I said. “Is that why you sent Hogarth with us?”
“Yes,” said Shade, nodding. “Hogarth has a lot of experience infiltrating anti-superhuman extremist groups, both real life and online.”
“But we still got captured and almost killed anyway,” said Sofia. “I hate to say it, but Overkill was smart. Might have even been a genius, and I don’t say that lightly, because forget Overkill.”
“Which is why, as I said, the Guardians are basically defenseless now,” said Shade, putting her hands on her hips. “Without Overkill to lead them, the Guardians are really just a bunch of fringe normals with Russian powerless gas, or even worse, Chinese powerless gas. Cleaning them up won’t even be fun. It’ll just be quick.”
I bit my lower lip. Although I understood where Shade’s confidence came from, I wondered if she was a little too confident. The Guardian who had tried to kill Ronny may have been a newbie with a low kill count, but it had still taken the combined efforts of my whole family to beat him. Not to mention the only reason we beat Overkill earlier this week was due to his ignorance of how my powers worked. If things had gone even slightly differently …
No. Overkill was dead. The Guardians were on their last legs. Ronny was safe. I had other things to worry about, like the Competition, which I just now remembered because I’d seen it mentioned on the Academy’s news app on my Team Watch. The first match in the Competition was apparently scheduled for late December, right before winter break, which seemed a little soon to me, but that was fine. Still hadn’t heard anything from Nisha, though, which was weird, but maybe I’d hear more from her when I got back to the Academy.
“And what about Omega Man?” I said. “Will you guys find him?”
“Hopefully,” said Shade. “Overkill said he was the only one who knew where Omega Man was. And because he’s dead, that basically means we don’t know where Omega Man is, either. But just knowing that Omega Man is still alive somewhere is amazing news, given how we didn’t know even that much for over ten years.”
“What exactly happened to Omega Man, anyway?” I said, scratching the back of my head. “I was a little kid when he disappeared, so I’m not sure about all of the details.”
Shade folded her arms in front of her chest. “It happened during the height of the Neo-Plague. Either of you remember that?”
I shook my head while Sofia nodded. That made sense. Sofia was more heavily integrated into the superhuman community than I was. So it was only logical that she would know more about the Neo-Plague than me.
“In short, the Neo-Plague was a virus that swept through the superhuman community from the late 20s to the early 30s,” said Shade. “The Neo-Plague targeted a superhuman’s brain, slowly degrading it over time, which is why the main symptom of the disease was a loss of power or inconsistent power usage. Over five percent of the superhuman population died before a cure was discovered by Dean Hernandez, which then helped put an end to the Neo-Plague once and for all.”
“Professor Hernandez discovered the cure for the Neo-Plague?” I said in surprise. “I didn’t know that.”
“Didn’t he tell you?” said Shade. “He’s well-known among neogeneticists for it. It’s also why he’s so big into studying superhuman diseases and genetic disorders.”
I bit my lower lip. Shade knew about my Hernandez’s Disease, but Sofia did not. Thus, I was grateful that she didn’t mention it aloud. I didn’t want Sofia to know about my condition. We might have come to a better understanding of each other since the start of our apprenticeship, but that didn’t mean we were actually friends. She probably wouldn’t react well if she knew about my condition.
“So how did Omega Man disappear?” I said.
“He got the Neo-Plague,” said Shade. She shook her head sadly. “And because he was an older man, his odds of survival were even slimmer than normal.”
“So he died?” I said. “But I thought you said—”
“I didn’t say he died,” said Shade. “I said he disappeared. And he did. One day, he just went to his room, saying he was going to quarantine himself for the good of the superhuman community … and then, when the cure for the Neo-Plague was discovered and was taken to him, they found his room totally empty. Which was strange, because his friends who brought him food confirmed that Omega Man had been in his room the day before the cure was taken to him. He had apparently been excited to take it, but never got a chance.”
“Empty?” I said in shock. “Did he escape through the window or something?”
“No,” said Shade. “The G-Men investigated his disappearance and I can personally confirm that his room lacked windows. Nor did he punch open the wall, which he could have done. By all accounts, Omega Man never left his room even once during his quarantine, so how he disappeared, where he went to, and whether he was even still alive, was a huge mystery for a long time now. I used to think he sneaked out at some point and died somewhere isolated to avoid spreading the Neo Plague, but it looks like he’s still alive after all.”
I nodded. “That is a weird story, even for supers. And you’re sure that no one has ever found him other than Overkill?”
“Positive,” said Shade. “If anyone had known where he was before today, they would have said so. Unless they had a hand in his disappearance, that is, which is always possible.”
Then Shade clapped her hands together. “In any case, that doesn’t really concern you two. Both of you, grab my hands. We’re going to shadow-travel back to the Academy. And remember, although you’re going back to school, you are still in SAP. Okay?”
Sofia and I nodded to show that we understood. I wasn’t sure I looked forward to working with Shade again after this, but something told me that I would probably be working under her again soon anyway. Shade certainly had a personal interest in me and I wasn’t sure why.
As we took Shade’s hands, however, I felt relief wash through me. With Overkill dead, the Guardians scattered, and our first SAP term over, it was back to school, back to normalcy, and hopefully back to peace and quiet.
Looking back, though, I couldn’t believe how naive I was.
Because the worst was yet to come.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The next month or so went by crazy fast, or so it felt to me. Sofia and I were both back in school that very Monday, where we found ourselves dealing with an absolute avalanche of homework. Second-years, in general, had more homework than first-years, but I was still surprised at the huge stacks of homework every teacher in every class I took gave us. Anna ‘The Fashionista’ Barrington, in particular, seemed to take great pleasure in giving me more homework than the rest of the Costumes & Names class, though to be fair, C&N was probably my worst class due to my lack of design skill. 
My life fell into a pretty decent routine: Wake up in the morning, take my Super Pill, have breakfast with Courtney, Barrett, and Jake, head out to my usual classes, have lunch, take my afternoon classes, go to dinner, talk to Dean about my health, and then head back to my dorm and go to sleep and wake up in the morning to do it all over again.
There was one slight interruption in my schedule, however: The Intraschool Academy Competition, which I had almost completely forgotten about during my apprenticeship.
Students from every year and Team were constantly talking about the Competition, making bets on who would win, who would lose, and so on. Even after Thanksgiving break, it seemed like the Competition was the only thing that anyone could talk about. My dear cousin Theo, in particular, had already grown a considerable fan club among his fellow Team Secret members, who I often overheard bragging about how he was going to win the Competition for Team Secret in no-time. That seemed unlikely to me, given Theo’s status as a first-year, but I never argued with him about it. Mostly because I rarely interacted with him, period.
What made it weird, though, was that I still didn’t hear anything from Nisha, the Top Student of Team Justice and supposedly my mentor for the duration of the Competition, at all during November. Oh, I’d see her in the Team Justice dorms or at mealtimes, occasionally crossing paths with her between classes, but Nisha never said anything about training me. I sent her messages through our Team Watches regularly and usually tried to chat with her whenever we happened to run across each other in real life, but Nisha never seemed interested in scheduling a training session for me.
Which was worrying. The first match of the Competition was scheduled for December 20th, the day before winter break. As the Champion of Team Justice, I was supposed to battle the Champion of Team Mask, a male second-year student known as Michael Omar. I didn’t know much about Omar other than his powers, which supposedly involved being able to turn his arms into any kind of weapon he could imagine. It was hard to find out for sure, though, because it seemed like Team Mask was conspiring to keep as much information about their Champion a secret until the first match.
Was I worried about beating Omar? Not really. After beating Parasite—who was at least as good as a fourth-year student—I felt like I should have no trouble beating a fellow second-year like Omar. I was just annoyed that Nisha was apparently neglecting her duties to mentor me. I even considered complaining to Night Soldier about it. Or at least to Professor Hernandez, who, as our Team Leader, had authority over Nisha and could probably force her to train me if necessary.
As it turned out, however, I didn’t need to complain to anyone when, on the first day back from Thanksgiving break, I got a message via my Team Watch informing me that Nisha had scheduled a training session for us in the Gym on the first of December at eight in the morning after breakfast. That seemed like a weird time and date to schedule a training session, but at this point, I was just happy that I got to train with her at all. Nineteen days might not have been enough to whip me into shape, but as I said, I already had a ton of experience. I was just curious to find out what Nisha could teach me that Sea Sister, for example, could not.
And so, on the morning of December 1st, I got up, ate breakfast with my friends, and then headed out to the Gym to train with Nisha for the first time …




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Monday, December 1st, 8:03 AM, 2036 … 
Stepping into the Gym, I jumped when I heard the sound of metal crashing against metal, followed by the grunt of a girl I didn’t recognize. The sound of metal against metal was hard to locate at first due to how big the Gym was, but eventually, I noticed it was coming from the free weights in the northwest corner of the Gym.
The Gym was divided into multiple parts. The northwest corner was where the free weights could be found. The northeast corner, by contrast, was where the machines were located, while the southeast corner had equipment for doing bodyweight exercises. The southwest corner was where the showers and changing rooms were and the center of the facility was an open area where students could practice their powers. Normally, Sea Sister would have been teaching her first-year Combat class in the center this morning, but Competition rules allowed Champions and their mentors to privately use the Gym as much as we wanted. Hence why Nisha and I were alone this morning.
Or at least I assumed it was Nisha. The free weight corner was surrounded by squat racks and various other equipment, making it hard to see who was working out there. But the rhythmic sound of metal crashing against metal, punctuated by the occasional grunts, made it clear that someone was working out today and it was likely Nisha.
With my duffel bag carrying my gym clothes hanging over my shoulder, I logged into the Gym’s reception computer so Hector would know I was supposed to be here. Then I made my way over to the northwest corner of the Gym and walked around the squat racks. I was surprised by what I saw.
Nisha was lying flat on one of the benches, bench-pressing what had to be at least 200 pounds, which seemed like too much for her skinny arms. That, itself, wasn’t unusual. What was unusual was the metal man spotting her.
I’d never seen this guy before. He was easily six-feet-tall, with muscles carved out of his metal skin. He looked kind of like a metal statue come to life, but he didn’t look like a robot. He wore nothing except for a bright red speedo, which stood out sharply against his dark metallic skin.
“Uh … hello?” I said.
The metal man’s head suddenly twisted all the way around, allowing me to see his sightless gaze. It was an unnerving sight, making me step backward hesitantly when the metal man looked at me.
“Huh?” said Nisha. She craned her head back and smiled at me, a strained expression due to the weights she lifted. “Oh, hey, Ashley! Sorry. Let me put this down real quick.”
With a grunt, Nisha carefully lowered the barbell back onto the supports on the bench with help from the metal man and sat up. She wiped the sweat off her face with an Academy-branded hand towel and sighed in relief.
“Wow,” I said, looking at Nisha. “You’re strong. I’m pretty sure I couldn’t bench press two hundred pounds.”
Nisha flashed me a tired but happy smile. “I can’t, either. That’s why Markus was spotting me.”
I looked at the giant metal man, who waved politely at me when I noticed him. “Markus? Is that his name?”
“It’s what I call him,” said Nisha as she stood up from the bench. She banged her hand against his chest. “I think it’s a good name, don’t you?”
“Yeah, I guess,” I said, looking at ‘Markus’ uncertainly. “But what, exactly, is he? A robot?”
“Not really,” said Nisha. “Think of him more like an animated piece of metal. He’s kind of like my puppet and I can make him look however I want. See?”
Nisha snapped her fingers and Markus’ form suddenly began to change. His body shrank and folded in on itself until it became a tiny metal cube, which fell safely in Nisha’s hands. She held it up for me to see that even the speedo had folded over it before putting it in her gym bag.
“See?” said Nisha. “I can take Markus with me anywhere. It’s kind of like having my own nigh-indestructible metal bodyguard at all times, who can also become a sword, a shield, an ax, and pretty much anything else I need him to be. And he never complains about it, either, because he isn’t sapient.”
“Where did you find a … thing like that?” I said, still trying to get the mental image of a metal block wearing a speedo out of my mind. “Is he some kind of science experiment gone wrong?”
Nisha shook her head. “Oh, no. Markus is just a normal piece of metal. His ability to transform comes entirely from me. I can control and shape metal however I want. See?”
Nisha pulled Markus out of her pocket and he changed again. In a flash, Markus had turned into a gauntlet with four claws extending from it, which Nisha held up for me to see.
“Amazing,” I said. “It looked to me like you didn’t even have to think.”
Nisha shrugged as Markus turned back into a cube, though she didn’t put him back in her pocket. “When I was a first-year, I could barely make Markus turn into a butter knife. Took me years of trial, error, practice, and mistakes to figure out how to use my powers. And I still haven’t mastered them entirely yet.”
I shook my head in amazement. Although I didn’t quite understand how her powers worked, I now understood why she had been picked to replace Joey as the Top Student of Team Justice. Turning a simple metal cube into a fully-functioning metal puppet and then into a unique weapon was something even I couldn’t do with my powers. I suddenly wanted to know the secret to her control so I could apply it to my powers.
“Anyway, now that you’re here, it’s time to begin our training,” said Nisha. She nodded at the center of the Gym. “Get dressed and meet me in the center.”
I nodded eagerly and rushed off to the changing rooms to get my gym clothes on. A few seconds later, I was standing in the center of the Gym facing Nisha, who stood directly across from me. Markus stood behind her, back in his strongman form, with his huge metal arms folded in front of his chest. Markus was as still as a statue, but he was quite the intimidating figure due to his height, weight, and muscles. I wondered if he was going to be part of my training or not.
“Okay,” said Nisha, clapping her hands together. “Sorry for not setting up our first training session right away. Things got crazy busy for me after you got chosen to represent Team Justice and it totally slipped my mind.”
“No problem,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Are we going to do regular training sessions from now until the first match?”
“Yep,” said Nisha with a nod. “We’ll train twice a week every week, Monday and Friday mornings at this exact time until the first match. I’ll teach you as much as I know about combat, powers, and so on. By the time you step into the arena against Omar, you should be more than ready for him.”
I tilted my head to the side. Nisha did not sound entirely confident about my training, which seemed odd to me. Did she think we didn’t have enough time to train me? She might be right, but something told me that it wasn’t the potential lack of time that made her less-than-confident about my chances of winning. Plus, I seriously doubted she was too busy to set up a training session with me until now. As my mentor, she should have made my training one of her top priorities during the Competition.
But whatever. Nisha had already proved that she knew what she was talking about and I was a good student. With luck, I would pick up whatever she needed to teach me in time to take on Omar.
“Okay,” said Nisha. “We start with, err, um …”
Nisha tapped her Team Watch suddenly and a holographic notepad appeared. It appeared to be a lesson plan of some sort, which Nisha scanned like her life depended on it.
“Okay, Nisha,” said Nisha to herself under her breath, “so Ashley is here, which means we need to start with Lesson One. Where is Lesson One … ?”
I raised an eyebrow in confusion. “Looking for something, Nisha?”
Nisha snapped out of her focus and looked at me suddenly. “Huh? What? Oh, it’s nothing. I’m just, er, referencing my teaching notes. Trying to refresh my mind on what to teach you. Just give me a moment, okay?”
Before I could reply to that, Nisha returned her focus to her notes, muttering under her breath, “Lesson One … Lesson One … dang it, where did I put it … ?”
This seemed weird to me. Was Nisha just really disorganized or something? Was that why she hadn’t bothered to set up a training session for me? Because she just wasn’t a very organized person? And if she was this disorganized, then what did that say about my chances of learning anything from her?
I suddenly understood why Nisha seemed so uncertain earlier. She probably didn’t have experience teaching people and therefore had no idea how to teach me. I felt bad for her, even knowing that she was older and more experienced than me.
Then Nisha suddenly smiled and said, “Ah! Here it is. Lesson One. Okay, I can do this.”
Nisha closed her holographic notes and looked at me, still smiling. “All right, Ashley. Sorry for the delay. We’ll now get started on your training.”
“Uh, okay,” I said. “What are we going to learn first?”
Nisha’s eyes widened in shock like she had forgotten. She pulled open the notes again and, reading them, said, “Lesson One: Managing Your Powers and How Not to Strain Yourself.”
I tilted my head to the other side now. “So you’re going to teach me how to avoid a power strain? Sea Sister already taught me that.”
“She did?” said Nisha in surprise. She cursed under her breath. “Dang it. Now what am I going to teach you?”
I scratched my chin. “Um … not to be blunt, but do you know what you’re doing?”
“I do,” Nisha insisted. She began scrolling through her notes again, a harried look on her face. “Let’s see … let’s see … ah, here we go. Lesson Two: How to Fight.”
“I already know how to fight,” I said slightly impatiently. “Unless we’re going to use the Training Bots, that is.”
“Nope,” said Nisha, shaking her head. “Need to rent those guys ahead of time, so no Training Bots, sorry.”
I grunted. “Can you teach me something else, then?”
Nisha looked at me in annoyance. “Then what do you want to learn that you don’t already know?”
I nodded at Markus. “I’d like to learn how to make a Construct like him. That is, a human-shaped Construct that can do everything a human can and is under my control.”
Nisha glanced at Markus standing silently behind her and suddenly smiled in a rather evil way. “That’s a good idea. Learning how to make puppets—which is the official term for humanoid Constructs, by the way—is an excellent lesson. It would definitely give you more options against Omar, or anyone, though it’s usually not something that Constructors like you and me learn until third-year.”
“Constructors?” I said. “I’ve never worked in construction before, though.”
“I said Constructors, not construction,” Nisha corrected as she dismissed her notes, seeming much more confident in herself now. “Constructor is the slang used to describe supers like you and me, those who rely on the elements for our powers. The name comes from the fact that we make Constructs. You use light to make hard-light Constructs, while I use metal to make metal Constructs. Others use fire, water, and pretty much every element you can think of.”
“Huh,” I said, scratching the back of my neck. “I had no idea that there was a name for supers like me.”
“As I said, you typically don’t learn about it until third-year,” said Nisha. “It’s a very advanced skill. However, I know that you’re fairly advanced for a second-year student, so you might be able to learn how to do it.”
I smiled. “Great. So where do I start?”
Nisha’s smile became evil again. “With Markus.”
Before I could ask Nisha what she meant, Markus dashed past her, his heavy metal feet beating against the mats, and brought both of his huge fists down on my head. I just barely jumped back at the last second, avoiding Markus’ fists, which smashed into the floor hard enough to leave a deep impression.
Skidding to a halt across the floor, I looked at Nisha incredulously. “What was that? Are you trying to kill me?”
“No,” said Nisha, shaking her head. “I’m trying to teach you. But I wouldn’t waste time talking to me. Markus looks like he wants your attention.”
That was true. Markus had risen back to his full height now. He took the stance of a boxer, his sightless eyes glaring at me as if challenging me to a fight.
“I’ll give you five minutes,” Nisha informed me. “If you can’t beat Markus or figure out the secret behind Construction before then, you fail. But if you can … well, I’d like to see you try.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


A holographic timer showing five minutes appeared on Nisha’s Team Watch, which immediately began counting down. As soon as it did, Markus rushed toward me again, moving pretty fast for a walking hunk of metal. 
Taken by surprise, I summoned a light barrier in front of me, which Markus crashed into hard enough to crack it. Markus immediately began pounding on the light barrier, however, creating more and more cracks with every punch.
That alone took me by surprise. It took a lot of strength to even crack one of my barriers, yet Markus left a crack wherever he hit it. He had to be made out of some pretty stern stuff, or maybe he just lacked the normal stamina issues that actual humans had. If so, then I had to think fast.
I didn’t understand what Nisha meant. How was I supposed to beat this thing? Much less learn the ‘secret’ of Construction? I liked mind games as much as anyone, but not if I had to avoid getting crushed by a metal giant at the same time. If this was how Sea Sister taught Construction to third-years, then it was no wonder they always looked exhausted after every Combat class.
My time for thinking ran out when, with a final punch, Markus smashed my barrier into pieces. Without saying a word, Markus ran toward me and threw another punch at my face, forcing me to summon a shield to block his attack. The impact of Markus’ punch sent me skidding back across the floor, but Markus rushed forward and threw another punch at me.
This time, I jumped out of the way, causing his fist to miss me. Landing a couple of feet away, I summoned my trusty hammer and slammed it into Markus’ back, creating a loud ringing noise as my hammer slammed against his metal skin.
Unfortunately, my hammer didn’t leave much of an impact and seemed to only make Markus angrier. The Construct whirled around and caught my hammer before I could pull it away, which he ripped out of my hand and tossed to the side.
Even as Markus tossed the hammer aside, however, he ran toward me again. I summoned another light barrier in front of me, which Markus crashed into. The impact seemed to daze him for a moment, causing Markus to step back and look at the light wall in confusion.
Taking advantage of Markus’ confusion, I expanded the barrier, forming a light cage around Markus. Markus began pounding on the bars, but I’d made sure to make them extra strong this time, so they should hopefully last longer than my last barrier. Hopefully, it would also give me time to think and come up with a counter plan of some sort.
A clap from behind made me look over my shoulder. Nisha had not moved even one inch from her current position. She was clapping at me, looking like this was an amusing game to her.
“Good reflexes, Ash!” Nisha called, smiling. “But you still haven’t figured out the secret of Construction yet. And that cage won’t hold Markus forever. See?”
I looked at the cage again and was shocked to see cracks already appearing in the bars. I repaired the bars quickly, but Markus didn’t stop banging on them with his fists. If anything, it seemed like repairing the bars only made Markus work on them even harder, his metallic fists striking hard and fast.
This wasn’t going to work. Markus may have lacked any sort of sapience, but being a living hunk of metal, he never got tired or felt pain. Meaning that even if I hit him with everything I had, it wouldn’t even phase him. He would just get right back up and keep coming after me until I gave up or he defeated me. Once again, I was starting to understand why Nisha was considered the Top Student of Team Justice. With a nigh-unstoppable metal man at her command, Nisha could probably beat just about anyone in a fight.
Wait … if Markus had no sapience, then he only existed because Nisha willed him to.
So what would happen if Nisha was more focused on protecting herself than on controlling Markus?
Without another thought, I turned and ran toward Nisha. Nisha looked confused when she saw me coming, but I didn’t stop or slow down. A hammer appeared in my hands, which I swung at Nisha’s chest. I just needed to distract her long enough to disable Markus.
But when my hammer struck Nisha’s chest, a resounding metal echoed came from the impact. My hammer bounced harmlessly off of Nisha’s chest, causing me to stagger backward from the blow and stare at Nisha uncertainly.
“Huh?” I said, looking at Nisha. “Is your chest literally made of steel?”
The puzzled look on Nisha’s face was replaced with a look of realization. “Oh, I get it! You thought that taking me out would be enough to stop Markus. Good idea, but that’s not the secret of Construction. Seeing as I don’t want to get my head whacked with a hammer, even one made of light, I’m going to give myself some extra protection.”
Without warming, metal spread out from Nisha’s chest all over her body until soon Nisha was encased head-to-toe in a suit of solid metal armor. It was of the same color and metal as Markus, with a symbol of the Statue of Liberty emblazoned on the front part. Yellow highlights ran along the arms, legs, and body, while Nisha’s head was covered in a secure metal helmet that had clear eyeholes that let me see her amused eyes.
“What the—?” I said. “I thought you only had one Construct.”
Nisha chuckled, which had a slight echo due to her helmet covering her mouth. “I don’t remember saying that, but for the record, I have two: Markus and Armie. Armie usually stays inside my clothes and can turn into living armor in a pinch. Most people don’t know about Armie, which works for me. Say hi, Armie!”
A metal hand popped out of Nisha’s right shoulder and waved at me, causing me to look at it in disbelief. “Two Constructs?”
“Yep,” said Nisha. “But don’t worry. You’ll only have to deal with Markus today. Might have you try out Armie in our next training session, though.”
The sound of shattering glass made me whirl around to see Markus had finally freed himself from my cage. He ran toward me again, forcing me to summon a tiny pillar on the floor, which Markus tripped over. Even so, he got back to his feet fairly quickly and ran even faster, his metal legs pumping hard with every step.
“Markus is certainly persistent,” said Nisha, “but he’s not invincible. Remember, the fight will end when you find out the secret of Construction. Hint: It’s not about the will of the user, but what they have on hand.”
“What does that—” I was interrupted when Markus grabbed me and threw me over his shoulder. I flew helplessly through the air before landing on the mat a few feet away. The impact left me feeling slightly dazed.
The sound of metal feet walking caused me to shake my head and look up. Markus was walking toward me again, but much more slowly than before. Nisha, clad in her armor, continued to watch our duel with interest. It almost annoyed me at how casually Nisha was treating this, but again, I couldn’t help but admire her control. She could control a metal puppet with human-like movements while also maintaining control over the armor on her body. And something told me she could do even more than that.
I know I sounded like a broken record, but this was why she was the Top Student of Team Justice. The depth and control of her powers reminded me of Joey, only Nisha was definitely not best friends with a psychopathic serial killer who wanted to kill everyone.
Even so, I needed to figure out the secret fast. Nisha’s hint was somewhat helpful, but not really. What did she mean, ‘what they have on hand’? Does that mean the more resources you have, the more powerful your Constructs can be? I already knew that my powers were dependent on the light around me. The more light I had, the stronger my Constructs were. Was she just teaching me something I already knew? If so, then I wondered exactly how useful a teacher she actually was and if it wouldn’t be better for us to cancel these sessions entirely so I could train myself.
Hang on a second … what were Markus and Armie made out of? High-quality steel. Nisha was not using any sort of ordinary metal, such as the barbells, to make them, even though I was sure she could. Instead, Nisha had gone to great lengths to get a particular kind of metal, a metal that seemed more flexible than most.
Could she have been referring not to resources in general, but specific kinds of resources? Not all metal was the same, after all, and not all light was the same, either. Indoor and outdoor lighting, for example, were very different from each other.
My eyes darted to the windows of the Gym near the ceiling. Morning sunlight poured through the windows, diluted slightly by the lights from the ceiling. Anytime I created a Construct, I always just used whatever light was available to me.
But what if I focused on a specific kind of light? And what if I tried to make my own puppet?
Markus had stopped walking toward me, looking at me with his sightless eyes. He—no, Nisha—seemed to be waiting for me to act. And I was, but I needed to make sure that Nisha didn’t know what I was going to do.
“A penny for your thoughts?” said Nisha, her voice slightly echoing in her helmet. “You’re awfully quiet.”
I smiled. “Oh, I just figured out the secret of Construction.”
“You did?” said Nisha. “Want to tell me?”
I shook my head. “Nah. I’m going to show it to you.”
“Really?” said Nisha. “I’m interested to see you try … assuming Markus lets you.”
Markus ran forward again, his fists at his side. I waited until the last second before thrusting my arms out and summoning another light barrier in front of me. Instead of simply grabbing whatever light was available, however, I specifically drew upon the morning light from the sun outside. There was less of it than the indoor lighting, but the wall it created glowed more brilliantly and naturally than the last couple of walls I made.
Markus did not seem to notice or care about the difference. He swung his fist at the wall, clearly intending to smash straight through it and take me out. I mentally counted down the seconds as his fist flew through the air toward the wall.
Markus’s fist smashed into the wall hard enough that even I felt it.
But the wall remained standing. And not only did it remain standing, but Markus hadn’t left even a dent in it.
For the first time since the start of the training session, Nisha looked surprised. “Impressive. You made it stronger than normal. But I’m sure Markus will be able to break through eventually.”
I shook my head. “I doubt it, myself. Markus looks like he needs to take his fist to the doctor.”
Markus’ fist was cracked heavily from where it had struck my wall. The cracks even went up to his wrist, which Markus seemed to notice. He pulled his fist back and looked at it in puzzlement, while Nisha looked at him in shock.
“Oh my gosh,” said Nisha. “I didn’t realize you made it that hard.”
“I know,” I said. “And I’m not done yet.”
I thrust my arm out again and the wall changed shape. In seconds, the wall was gone, replaced by a knight in literal shining armor, carrying a broadsword in both hands. Markus had just enough time to look at the knight in shock before the knight raised his sword and slashed it through Markus’ neck, taking the puppet’s head off its shoulders and sending it flying.
Markus’ head landed with a thud a couple of feet away. His headless body collapsed onto the floor a second later, with my knight standing triumphantly over it with his sword held high.
I breathed hard. As it turned out, turning a wall into a humanoid Construct—even one as simple as my knight, which was basically just a walking suit of armor—was tougher than it looked. My Super Pill protected my heart from the pain I would have experienced, but using my powers so much and in such complicated ways was still taxing. I was looking forward to taking a long nap after this.
Still, I looked at Nisha and smiled again. “I won.”
Nisha did not immediately respond. She seemed genuinely taken aback by how I’d turned the tables on her.
Finally, however, Nisha snapped her fingers and Markus’ head rolled back over to his body. It reconnected, but then Markus’ body shifted back into a cube and rolled back to Nisha, who picked it up. Her armor shifted as well, going back into her shirt as Nisha deposited Markus’ cube form into her pocket.
Panting, I dismissed my knight, who vanished with a soft flash. That was when I realized how sweaty and exhausting I’d gotten. My costume was drenched and my hair was messier than normal. My heart rate was also up, though it was quickly going back to normal now that I was no longer in immediate danger.
“Good job,” said Nisha, giving me the thumbs up as she walked over to me. “I thought you wouldn’t get it at first, but you caught on pretty quickly.”
Standing upright, I brushed my sweaty hair out of my eyes and said, “Getting roughed up by a handsome, strong man has a way of clarifying one’s thoughts.”
Nisha chuckled, stopping in front of me. “No doubt. Now tell me what the secret of Construction is since you’ve clearly found it.”
Taking a deep breath, I said, “The secret of Construction is that not all resources are of the same quality or allow for the same kinds of Constructs. This plays a huge role in what kinds of Constructs a person can make. You would not, for example, be able to build a Markus out of a thin string of metal wire, even though it’s metal.”
Nisha nodded. “Good, good. And how does this apply to your Constructs?”
Rubbing my back, which ached from getting thrown by Markus, I said, “Light, like metal, isn’t the same. Some light is brighter, some is dimmer. Some is hotter, some is colder. Until today, I hadn’t realized that different types of light could result in different kind of Constructs. I made that barrier and knight out of sunlight, which is the strongest kind of light, which is why Markus broke his fist and my knight was able to behead him without effort.”
Nisha clapped her hands excitedly. “Excellent! You got it. As I said, most students don’t learn this until third-year, so you’re already way ahead of your peers. And I can guarantee that this knowledge will come in handy for the first match of the Competition.”
I smiled. “Yeah, thanks.”
“But you will still need to practice it,” said Nisha. “In particular, I noticed you had trouble maintaining the knight. Puppets are the hardest kind of Constructs to make. They require extensive study and practice to pull off, but I think you’ll catch on quickly once we start practicing.”
I nodded. “Yeah, it was hard to maintain. But I guess we can resume on Friday, right?”
“Friday?” said Nisha. She shook her head rapidly. “No, no, no. Each training session is three hours long. We only spent, like, half an hour at most on this one. So we’ve still got two and half more hours to practice.”
My eyes widened in shock and I looked at my Team Watch, but it was true. Only half an hour had passed. “And I didn’t even notice that.”
“It’s hard to keep track of time when you have a giant hunk of metal trying to crush you,” said Nisha. “But we can take a five-minute break if you want. Once it’s over, then we’ll get back at it. I want you to summon the knight again, but this time, we’ll see if we can make him last longer than two or three minutes.”
I nodded, trying my best not to look horrified at how much practice Nisha was forcing me to do. I’d nearly worn myself ragged and this was only the beginning.
Still, Nisha had a point. With the first match coming up in less than three weeks, I needed to study and practice my new techniques as much as possible if I was going to defeat Omar.
So I walked with Nisha over to the water fountain, mentally preparing myself for what were bound to be a very long three weeks, likely filled with lots of pain.
Though not as much pain as the first match itself, as I was about to find out.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Okay, sis,” said Jake, sitting on the bench across from me. “What is today’s date?” 
Brushing back my hair, I looked at Jake in confusion. “Um, Sunday, December 21st, 2036.”
Jake jumped to his feet and looked down at me. “And what are you going to do today?”
“Fight against Michael Omar, the Champion of Team Mask,” I said.
“Wrong!” said Jake. He pointed an accusing finger at me. “You’re going to wipe the floor with Omar and show him whose boss.”
Barrett, who leaned against the lockers of the locker room, raised an eyebrow. “That sounds unnecessarily violent.”
“I’m just trying to hype sis up,” said Jake, folding his arms in front of his chest. “What do you say, sis? Do you feel like breaking Omar’s face and making him ask for his momma?”
I rolled my eyes. “Sure, Jake. Whatever you say.”
Jake huffed. “That doesn’t sound like a bloodthirsty desire to win at all costs to me. You’ll never win with that attitude, sis.”
“And you are the expert on winning,” I said sardonically. “Right?”
“Exactly,” said Jake. He raised his hands. “But if you don’t want to listen to me, whatever. Not like I’m even on your Team anyway. My Team’s first match was yesterday, and guess who won? Oh, that’s right. Team Powers.”
Jake had a point. Yesterday’s match between Team Powers and Team Action had been a decisive Team Powers victory. It had been almost painful to sit through, watching the Team Powers Champion, Sean Gonzales, almost literally wipe the floor with Team Action’s Champion. I almost felt sorry for Team Action, although my sympathy for them quickly disappeared when they started acting like the worst sore losers ever after their loss. Evidently, their Team Leader hadn’t taught them how to lose gracefully.
But that was yesterday, and today was the day of the second match of the first round of the Competition: The battle between Team Justice and Team Mask. I was representing Team Justice as its Champion, while Michael Omar fought for Team Mask.
The location of the duel was in the Academy’s Mecha Knight Stadium, named after Mecha Knight, a member of the NHA Leadership Council. Smaller than most stadiums, the Stadium nonetheless could hold up to fifteen hundred people. It was located on the very far east end of the campus, almost up against the Indestructonium fence. The Stadium was rarely used, only used for special athletic or competitive events, so this was my first time using it. I did do a test run in the Stadium field with Nisha yesterday, though, to familiarize myself with my new environment.
The battle was about to start in five minutes, according to my Team Watch. That was why I was back here in the locker room, sitting with my Crafter costume on, listening to Jake try to goad me into a murderous rage against Omar. Oh, and Barrett was here, too, to provide moral support.
“How did you even get in here, anyway?” said Barrett, glancing over his shoulder. “You’re on Team Powers, not Team Justice.”
“The lockers aren’t segregated by Team,” I explained to Barrett as I adjusted my boots. “I can invite anyone I want back here, including people from other Teams. And because Jake is my brother, of course I want him here.”
“Then why aren’t you listening to my pep talk?” said Jake, punching his fist into his other hand repeatedly. “I could be up in the stands betting with Ken on who will win, rather than wasting my time here.”
“Students are betting on us?” I said, looking at Jake in confusion. “But I thought the Academy forbid gambling among the students.”
Jake folded his arms behind his back innocently. “Technically, it’s not actually gambling. There’s no money involved—”
“Actually, there is money involved,” said Barrett, “and quite a bit of it. I heard that the Top Student of Team Powers, Steven ‘Popgun’ Santos, bet a thousand dollars on Omar’s victory.”
“A thousand dollars?” I repeated in shock. “Is he rich or something?”
“No idea,” said Barrett with a shrug. “I do not know Popgun very well. In any case, the betting scene is alive and well among the students. I’ve even heard rumors that some of the teachers are participating as well, though I haven’t seen any proof.”
“How do you know so much about the betting scene?” said Jake, looking at Barrett in confusion. “You don’t seem like the betting type.”
“I am not,” Barrett admitted. “But my fellow dormmates have been going on nonstop about Ashley and Omar’s fight for weeks.”
“Positively, I hope,” I said.
Barrett rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, they do support you, but they disagree on whether you will win handily or by a hair’s breadth. Alex, in particular, told me that he’s got money on both of you, so …”
I sighed deeply. “Nice vote of confidence from one of my own Teammates.”
“Don’t worry,” said Barrett, giving me the thumbs up. “The vast majority of Team Justice members are on your side. Everyone I’ve spoken to thinks you’ve got this in the bag.”
“Yeah, sis,” Jake piped up. He punched his fist into his palm again, this time even more violently than before. “Now all you need to do is prep yourself to crush Omar like the ant he is. Like how you beat Overkill.”
“I didn’t actually beat Overkill, Jake,” I said sharply. “Shade killed him. I just distracted him. That’s all.”
“I know,” said Jake, “but you’re still alive and he’s not, right? So that means you must have done something right.”
Before I could reply to that obviously wrong take, Barrett snorted, smoke coming from his nostrils and said, “Don’t say that name around me. I cannot think of a worse name for an individual to have. It sickens me to my stomach.”
I nodded. After I got back from my apprenticeship and told my friends about my close encounter with Overkill, I’d gotten a variety of reactions, but Barrett’s were easily the most extreme. He seemed really angry when I told him how Overkill nearly killed me. Barrett had been so angry that I’d worried he might just go hunt down the Guardians himself, though fortunately, he seemed to have calmed down over the last month. Even so, just mentioning Overkill or the Guardians was usually enough to trigger him now, even though he had no experience with them himself.
“I get where you’re coming from, but what’s the harm in trash-talking him?” said Jake. “Overkill’s dead, so not like there’s anything he could do about it.”
“That isn’t what upsets me,” said Barrett, shaking his head sharply. “What upsets me is that such an organization is allowed to exist in America at all. In Superbia, Guardians are not even allowed to set foot on our soil. Indeed, Superbia was founded for that exact reason, to be a sanctuary for supers suffering from unjust discrimination and oppression.”
I bit my lower lip. Honestly, I found it hard to disagree with Barrett at this point. While I knew that most normals were decent people who didn’t even remotely agree with the Guardians, listening to the Guardians egg on Overkill to murder me and seeing them try to kill Ronny made me realize that I was glad a place like Superbia existed. I had never been there myself and honestly didn’t see myself ever moving there, but at least it served a purpose.
“Guess so,” said Jake with a shrug.
“No, I think Barrett has a point,” I said. I sighed. “I’d still like to visit Superbia someday.”
Barrett smiled. “You can come and visit anytime you want, Ashley. Just let me know and I’ll get everything arranged for your arrival. You can even bring your family if you want.”
“Really?” I said. “That would be cool.”
“Really,” said Barrett. He glanced at Jake. “Oh, and I suppose Jake can come along as well.”
Jake glared at Barrett. “What the heck is that supposed to mean? Am I chopped liver or something?”
I chuckled, but then Barrett looked around and frowned. “Where is Courtney? I thought for sure I’d see her here after you said you were going to invite all your friends into the locker room. Is she out in the audience?”
My good mood disappeared quicker than a puff of smoke when Barrett said that. I shifted uncomfortably on my bench. “Er … she said she’s not coming to the match. I think.”
Jake tilted his head to the side in confusion. “You think? What do you mean by that? Is she coming or not?”
“I … I don’t know,” I said, rubbing my arm. “Maybe?”
“Sis, you gotta be more specific than that,” said Jake. “Where is Courtney?”
“I recall seeing her in the Team Justice commons before I left to come here half an hour ago,” said Barrett, stroking his chin. “She was talking on the phone with her parents, I believe, which is why I didn’t ask her to come with me. I assumed she would catch up later, though she seemed upset about something.”
“What is she upset about?” said Jake, scratching the back of his head. “Did something happen to her parents?”
“No, it has nothing to do with her parents,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s me.”
“You?” said Jake, looking at me in confusion. “What did you say that upset her?”
“It’s not what I said,” I said, “but what I did. Or what happened to me.”
“Ashley means becoming the Champion of Team Justice,” Barrett explained to Jake. “Which is a problem because Courtney wanted to be the Champion and campaigned very hard to get that position before Ashley got elected.”
“How did you know that?” I said to Barrett in surprise.
“Courtney asked me to vote for her,” said Barrett. “From there, it was easy for me to figure out why Courtney was absent when you said she was upset. I can’t think of anything else that might be bothering her.”
I noticed that Barrett did not mention if he had voted for Courtney or not. Probably none of my business, but I was curious to know who he had voted for, whether me, Courtney, or someone else.
“So she’s basically jealous that you got to be the Champion and she didn’t?” said Jake. He sighed. “Ugh. Girls. You guys get into the stupidest drama for no reason, I swear.”
“It’s not drama,” I said. “I mean, it kind of is, but I feel bad about it. Courtney wanted the title way more than me yet I got it. She probably hates me now and thinks I stole the Champion title from her. I’ve tried to talk to her about it, but she’s constantly avoiding me.”
“You should confront her after the match about it,” said Jake. “That’s what I’d do if I was you. Tell her it wasn’t your fault that everyone voted for you.”
I shook my head again. “That is such a boy way to do it.”
“What?” said Jake. “What’s so wrong with the way boys do it? Makes way more sense than how girls do it.”
I was about to explain why Jake was wrong when Nisha suddenly stepped into the locker room and said, “Hey, Ash! Ready to go? The match starts in less than a minute.”
Relieved that I didn’t need to delve into my personal drama with Jake anymore, I nodded and stood up. “Yep. I’m all ready to go.”
“Then come on,” said Nisha, waving at me urgently. “The match is starting soon, but it can’t start without you.”
I nodded again, while Jake clapped me on the shoulder and said, “Go get ‘em, sis. Remember: Wipe the floor with his face and then polish it with his spleen.”
I just smiled politely at Jake’s encouragement and looked at Barrett, who gave me the thumbs up and a rather handsome smile. “What Jake said. Except possibly not as violently put.”
“I’m just telling her what I told the Team Powers Champion,” Jake said, rolling his eyes. “Ugh. You Team Justice guys just don’t understand how to win.”
I chuckled at that but said nothing. Instead, I followed Nisha out of the locker room into the hallway connecting the locker room to the Stadium field itself. As we walked, I thought about Courtney again and how awful I still felt about getting the Champion title when she wanted it.
Although I doubted that Courtney was going to be in the audience, I hoped she was anyway. I wasn’t sure I’d confront her like Jake suggested, but maybe if she saw me perform on the field she wouldn’t keep avoiding me like I had the Neo-Plague or something.
But there was nothing I could do about Courtney right now. I needed to win this match for the Team. I would worry about Courtney later, whether I won or lost.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


The sound of cheering students was practically deafening when Nisha and I stepped out onto the field. 
The Stadium field was much the same as I remembered it. Short, neatly-trimmed green grass covered the entire field, which was about half a football field wide and long. Huge stage lights overhead provided more than enough illumination by which to see because the Stadium’s roof was currently closed due to rain. The scent of freshly-cut grass filled my nostrils, while the heat from the lights above could be felt even through my costume.
Seated in the stands all around us were every single student from every Team in the Academy. Students of all years and Teams cheered on my name or the name of Team Mask’s Michael Omar. From what I could tell, it looked like students were arranged by year and Team, so the Team Justice members sat in one part of the Stadium, Team Mask students in the next, and so on.
Although I was used to seeing so many students, I had to admit that the cheering and screams from the crowd did throw me off a little. I wasn’t used to being the center of attention like this and I wasn’t sure I liked it.
“Wow,” said Nisha, leaning on Markus, who was in the form of a metal cane right now. “It looks like the whole school turned out.”
“Yeah,” I said, scanning the crowds for Courtney, but failing to find her. “Or almost everyone, anyway.”
“The teachers are all definitely here,” said Nisha. She pointed with her cane up at the stands. “See? They’ve got their own box.”
That was true. A box in the middle of the stands held Night Soldier and all of the other teachers. The Team Leaders were all recognizable by the t-shirts they wore with their Team’s symbols emblazoned on them. That was how I spotted Dean, the Team Leader of Team Justice, sitting next to the Fashionista, who wore a t-shirt identifying her as the Team Leader of Team Secret. Team Mask’s Leader, Nathan ‘Harden’ Dane, sat behind Dean and the Fashionista, his massive arms folded in front of his equally huge chest, a serious look on his face. It was hard to tell if Harden was excited to see how Omar would perform against me or if he was dreading it, but then, Harden was hard to understand because he was usually shouting at you at the top of his lungs anytime you messed up in his Powers class.
“The whole faculty is here,” said Nisha. She looked at me. “Nervous?”
I took a deep breath and shook my head. “No. Why?”
“Good,” said Nisha, clasping my shoulder. “Just curious. Gotta stay calm if you’re going to win.”
I nodded and smiled. Although our first training session had been a little rocky, the next training sessions had gone really well. I felt like I’d learned more about combat and how to use my powers from Nisha than I had from either Sea Sister or Harden. That was probably because Nisha was teaching me third and fourth-year techniques, whereas Sea Sister and Harden were teaching me second-year techniques. It meant that my grades in my Combat and Powers classes had gone up considerably since training with Nisha. It made me wish that Nisha could stay my mentor forever, though I knew she would only mentor for me for this year.
Heck, at this point, I even considered her the older sister I’d never had. She could still be a little weird and not well-organized at times, but I definitely appreciated her mentoring.
“And remember to use the techniques I taught you,” Nisha said. “Especially Construction.”
“Don’t worry,” I said with a wink. “Arthur and I will be just fine, especially with all of this light around.”
‘Arthur’ was the name I’d given to my knight puppet in the same way that Nisha had named her puppet Markus. It was a generic name for a knight, I suppose, but it was also really fitting and I couldn’t think of a better one. Jake was better at coming up with witty names than me. Heck, I got my own superhero name from a backpack. That should tell you how creative I am when it comes to names.
A sudden uproar from the crowd made me look toward the other side of the Stadium. Two students were walking toward the middle of the Stadium to meet us. As they approached, their appearances became clearer, making it easier for me to identify them both.
The first was a sixteen-year-old black kid with dreads. He wore what appeared to be a modified army uniform, complete with a bowie knife sheathed at his side, though he was barefoot for some reason. He was a few inches taller than me and had the biggest, whitest smile I’d ever seen on another human being. I had no trouble recognizing him as Michael Omar, my opponent for the match, who I’d seen before, though this was the first time I’d seen him in costume in person.
Trailing slightly behind him was a fat, nerdy-looking white guy who wore a yellow jumpsuit with a black cape. Despite being a fourth-year, Clark ‘Zigzag’ Jonas was a couple of inches shorter than Omar, mostly due to his legs, which looked rather stout to me. Even so, Clark walked with the same confidence as Omar, making me think that Clark, who was the Top Student of Team Mask and therefore Omar’s mentor, must have taught Omar how to walk that way. I didn’t know much about Clark other than, as I said, he was the Top Student of Team Mask, so I assumed he had to be at least as good as Nisha.
“Hey, Clark,” said Nisha, flashing Clark an unusual smile as the Team Mask students approached us. “You’re looking better than usual.”
“Same to you, Nish,” said Clark, folding his large, flabby arms in front of himself. He smiled at her in an oddly forced way. “Although I think you look better when your living armor is covering your face.”
“Um, do you two know each other?” I said, looking from Nisha to Clark and back again. “ ‘Cause you’re acting like you do.”
“Clark’s my ex-boyfriend from second-year,” Nisha informed me coolly. “Back then, he was a lot skinnier.”
“We only dated for three months,” Clark grumbled. “It wasn’t anything serious. We didn’t even kiss.”
“Keep saying that, Clark,” said Nisha, flashing him a smirk, “and maybe the rumor mill will believe it.”
Clark’s face flushed, which I thought was a rather rude thing for Nisha to say. Truthfully, though, I didn’t really care about her relationship drama with Clark. My focus was on Omar, who stood with his arms at his sides. His fingers clicked together in an unusual way, which was actually a little distracting, to be honest. I wasn’t sure if he was doing that intentionally or if it was a habit of his or something. Either way, it was annoying.
Not that I had time to tell Omar how annoying I found that habit, however, because a holographic version of Night Soldier suddenly appeared between us. We jumped back in surprise, although I did look up at the teachers’ box to see Night Soldier standing behind the other teachers as automated holocams floated around him like planets orbiting the sun.
“Welcome, students, to the second match of the first round of the Competition!” Night Soldier said, his holographic form’s voice booming across the open Stadium. “I am pleased to see that we have an almost full crowd today, with only a handful of students missing. That is fine, however. As with the Team Powers versus Team Action match, this match will be streamed lived on the Team Watch and Academy website. Additionally, a recording of the stream will be made available for viewing afterward in your Team Watch’s ‘VIDEOS’ page, if you would like to watch it again.”
Night Soldier spread his arms to indicate me and Omar. “And now, time to introduce our competitors! We have two second-years today. First, there is Ashley ‘Crafter’ Jason of Team Justice, who I am sure all of you know by now. And then, challenging her for a spot in the Semifinals is Michael ‘Swiss Knife’ Omar of Team Mask. Both have been training vigorously these last few months under the mentorship of their Top Students, with Ashley training under Nisha ‘Lady of Steel’ Mars and Michael training under Clark ‘Zigzag’ Jonas!”
The Team Justice crowd cheered at my name, while the Team Mask crowd screamed out Omar’s name and started up a chant that sounded an awful lot like ‘Omar, Omar, crush her like an ant!’ It was hard to tell, though, because the students from the other Teams also joined in the screams and chants. A brief glance at the audience told me that the students not from Team Justice or Mask were about evenly split between me and Omar, which made sense. Without one of their own in the Competition, it meant they had to choose between me or him to root for. Of course, I also saw more than a few who weren’t rooting for anyone at all. I was pleased to see that Team Powers seemed to be all-in on me. That was probably Jake’s doing.
But honestly, I didn’t care much about the audience. My focus was on Omar, who waved and blew kisses to the audience when they cheered him on. That was when I noticed a gaggle of Team Mask girls sitting in the front rows of the Stadium seating shouting louder and more vigorously than the others. Based on the signs they held—which said things like ‘GO MICHAEL,’ with the ‘I’ in his name having a little heart floating above it—I realized, with a lurch of my stomach, that those were Omar’s fangirls, which I did not know he had.
That was weird. Omar wasn’t even that good-looking, in my opinion. But I guess it didn’t matter. Wasn’t like his fangirls would help keep his butt from getting whupped by me.
Night Soldier lowered his hands. “Ashley, Michael, you both know the rules of the Competition by now. No killing or maiming. You win by either knocking out the opposition or forcing them to surrender. And you can’t get any help from your mentors. You can ask them for advice before the start of the match, but you cannot ask them to use their powers or skills to help you during it. Your mentors will stay out of the match and spectate just like everyone else.”
Omar and I nodded. We’d known that ahead of time that the Competition was just going to be me versus Omar. It wasn’t some kind of tag team or team battle. That was fine. I didn’t need Nisha’s help, and based on Omar’s confident expression, I could tell he wasn’t worried about taking me on by himself, either.
“Very well, then,” said Night Soldier. He looked at Nisha and Clark. “Mentors, please leave the field. As I said, you cannot actively aid your Champion in this match. You can cheer them on from the sidelines like everyone else.”
Clark nodded stiffly while Nisha gave Night Soldier the thumbs up. She then patted me on the shoulder and whispered into my ear, “Good luck,” before walking back toward the entrance to the locker rooms. Clark, of course, walked back toward the locker rooms on the other side of the Stadium. In seconds, they were both gone, leaving just me, Omar, and Night Soldier’s hologram on the field.
Night Soldier raised his hands above his head. “All right! With the mentors off the field and both Champions present and ready, it’s time to begin the second match of the Competition! As soon as I count down to one, the Champions may begin their battle.”
Night Soldier held his right hand above his head, with all five fingers out, though they folded into his hand as he counted down. “Five … four … three … two … one!”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


As soon as Night Soldier said ‘one,’ his hologram disappeared and the crowd went wild. They screamed our names to high heavens, making it impossible to pick out our individual names from their screams. 
But we didn’t need to because once the match began, I summoned a light hammer in my hands and rushed toward Omar, swinging my hammer at his face. Omar reacted quickly, however, a round metal shield forming out of his hands. My hammer slammed into the shield, making a ringing, gong-like sound, but Omar was unharmed and didn’t even budge.
Instead, displaying rather impressive reflexes, Omar shoved me back. I stumbled backward, while Omar’s right hand transformed into a spear that he thrust at me. I barely dodged it, however, and backed up, doing my best to stay out of Omar’s reach. It was tough, though, because Omar’s spear hand was a good deal longer than my arms and gave him excellent reach over me. That was probably intentional on his part. Keep me at a distance to make sure I couldn’t hit him.
Deciding to mess with his little strategy, I summoned a shield made of light on my arm, an old-fashioned buckler based on the pictures I’d seen in our history books of knights from the Middle Ages. Omar’s spear slammed into the shield but deflected off it, causing Omar to briefly stumble and lose his balance.
That, of course, was the opening I’d been waiting for. I summoned a pole in my hands and thrust it at Omar’s open stomach. To my surprise, however, Omar put his shield in front of his gut and blocked my pole, causing me to look at Omar—who was smirking—in surprise.
“You’ve got moves, girl,” said Omar in a voice with a slight Jamaican accent, “but I’ve got better moves.”
Omar thrust his shield forward. Once again, I was sent stumbling backward, but before I could recover, Omar’s spear hand turned into a lasso. Swirling it above his head, Omar launched the lasso at me, wrapping it firmly around my body and constricting my arms against my sides. Omar tightened the lasso and made me gasp in surprise, causing my shield and pole to dissipate into light as his lasso squeeze the air out of me.
“I guess you didn’t realize that my body morph lets me do more than just make weapons,” said Omar, still smirking at me. “It also lets me make tools, such as this handy lasso. Useful no?”
I would have replied with a sarcastic comment, but unfortunately, Omar’s lasso squeezed too much air out of me to respond. Instead, I conjured a light sword and slashed it through the lasso. Omar cried out, more in surprise than in pain, as my sword severed the lasso right down the middle, causing both of us to fall backward onto our behinds.
But without Omar tightening the lasso around me, I was able to shrug off the remaining ropes and scramble to my feet. Glancing at Omar, I saw his lasso hand morph into a sword, which he used to help him get back to his feet. Interesting. Even though the rope had been part of his body, it looked like I could damage and even destroy his weapons without actually hurting him. I certainly didn’t see any blood from cutting his rope.
That was good. It meant I didn’t have to hold back. I did feel a little pain in my heart from my condition, but fortunately, it was easy to ignore. That was convenient because I was now about to go all out on Omar and didn’t want to risk harming myself just to beat him.
With a smile, I thrust my hands forward again. A dozen light pillars appeared in front of me, floating like missiles ready to launch. A shocked look appeared on Omar’s face when he saw the light pillars I’d summoned, but I didn’t give him time to react. I spread my arms wide and the missiles launched toward him with devastating speed. Given the speed and quantity of light pillars, there was no way that Omar could dodge or deflect all of them. If even just a couple hit him, it would be nearly enough to knock him out.
Omar, however, smirked again. He crouched and then rocketed up into the air. Literally. His feet turned into booster rockets, which let him shoot into the air overhead, neatly avoiding all twelve of my light pillars. Seeing Omar fly into the sky like that helped me understand why he had walked out onto the arena barefoot. Guess I should have seen this coming.
I looked up at Omar as he flew. His smirk grew even broader as he held his hands out toward me and said, “Nice missiles, Ash, but mine won’t miss.”
Omar’s hands morphed into rocket launchers all of a sudden. Missiles exploded from his hands and hurtled down toward me with deadly speed.
I had no time to dodge. Instead, I threw up a solid barrier of light around me, making it as thick and strong as I could. Without knowing the strength of the missiles, I couldn’t take any chances.
I was not a moment too soon. A second after my barrier came up, the missiles struck, but they didn’t hit my barrier. Instead, they blasted into the ground around me, creating deafening explosions right in my ears. Huge dust clouds were thrown up into the air all around me from the impact of the blasts, leaving a ringing sound in my ears. Dust clung to my light barrier but otherwise did not harm me.
That was weird. I had thought for sure that Omar was aiming directly at me. So why did his missiles crash into the ground? Did Omar have terrible aim or something?
But even weirder than that was how silent everything became all of a sudden. Aside from an annoying ringing in my ears, I couldn’t hear anything. The cheering of the crowd, the roar of Omar’s booster rockets, my own breathing and heartbeat … none of it. It was like someone had muted the world, which freaked me out because I had been hearing perfectly fine earlier.
Worried, I dropped the barrier and looked around, but I couldn’t see anything. The thick dust cloud created by Omar’s missiles totally obscured my vision. Combine that with my sudden hearing loss and two of my five senses had been rendered effectively useless.
Which was probably Omar’s goal, now that I thought about it. It explained why his missiles hit the ground around me rather than hit me directly. He wanted to blind and deafen me, probably so he could sneak up on me. It was a surprisingly clever move when I thought about it, making me realize that Omar was cleverer than he first seemed. Either that or Clark was even more brilliant than Nisha, which was possible if unlikely.
Something solid slammed into my back suddenly. I staggered forward from the blow, but whirled around and swung my hammer into the dust cloud. But my hammer just passed harmlessly through the dust cloud, meaning that Omar had already moved. Dang it. He was definitely taking advantage of my temporary deafness and blindness to attack me with impunity. Perhaps it was time to play defense, at least until my hearing returned.
I raised my hands to summon another barrier, but then something solid struck me in the side. The impact of the blow nearly knocked me off my feet, causing me to once again lash out instinctively. Just like previously, however, my hammer hit only empty air. I did catch a glimpse of an outline in the dust cloud around me, but it disappeared before I could see it.
Dang it. Omar was well aware of my barrier and was probably trying to keep me off-balance long enough to prevent me from using it. At this rate, Omar would batter me into submission before I could fight back at all.
It was this dust cloud. As long as I couldn’t see Omar or my surroundings, Omar had the advantage. Being deaf didn’t help, but I relied more on my sight than my hearing, anyway. I half-wondered how Omar was seeing in this dust cloud but decided it didn’t matter. He might have had some goggles or something. I was just lucky this wasn’t at night or in a dark place, otherwise I would have been screwed for—
Wait. Omar might have been prepared to see in dust but I wondered how he would react to getting blinded.
I thrust my hammer into the air but didn’t summon a barrier. Instead, I focused on drawing upon as much of the light around me as I could. My hammer began to glow a brilliant bright white color, which did nothing to dissipate the dust cloud around me, but it didn’t need to. If I couldn’t see Omar, then I sure wasn’t going to let Omar see me.
And then, without warning, I let go of the light and the light exploded in my hand. My whole world became drowned in light, but thanks to my natural immunity to light, I could see just fine. I still couldn’t hear, but that was all right. I looked around at my surroundings, trying to spot Omar.
There he was. His vague outline stood in the dust cloud just a few feet away. He was clearly struggling to protect his vision from my blinding light, which was all I needed to know.
With a grunt, I turned off the light and ran toward Omar. I swung my hammer and slammed it into the side of his head, intending to knock him out in one solid blow.
But my hammer slammed into something solid which did not even budge under the impact. That puzzled me until I felt something strike me in the back hard enough to send me flying.
I flew through the air uncontrollably until I exited the dust cloud and landed on the grass outside. As soon as I hit the ground, my hearing abruptly returned, and with it, all of the noise in the Stadium. The screams of the students, my own beating heart, the music … all of it was back, and louder than ever, or so it seemed to my sensitive ears.
But I didn’t let myself get distracted by that. I scrambled to my feet as Omar stepped out of the dust cloud, letting me see that he was indeed wearing goggles over his eyes. They looked kind of like night vision goggles, only with tiny wipers on them, likely to clear away the sand from the dust cloud. Omar was smirking again, both of his arms in the shape of battering rams, which explained what he had been hitting me with.
“Good move, girl,” said Omar, nodding, “but I’m afraid your brilliant plan to blind me didn’t work. You hit my Double.”
“Your what?” I said, panting as I brushed the dust off my costume.
Omar flicked his hand. The silhouetted form that I had assumed was Omar in the dust cloud rolled out on wheels until it emerged from the cloud, allowing me to see that the thing I had hit wasn’t Omar at all.
Rather, it was a robotic drone on wheels, with an upper body molded to look similar to Omar’s outline. Its upper body was completely expressionless and plain, however, reminding me of a mannequin, only dustier and more robotic.
“What the—?” I said. “Where did you get that?”
“I designed it in Costumes & Names,” said Omar, patting his drone. “It’s a special drone I call a Double. It has my general outline and appearance, but can’t actually do anything. It’s a useful distraction, however, as you saw.”
I noticed that Omar did not tell me where he’d been keeping that thing—which I certainly did not see him drag onto the field with him—but supposed it didn’t matter. Omar had tricked me once again and given me a good beating at the same time. He was definitely smarter than he looked, which seemed more natural than learned.
But I still had a few tricks of my own that Omar probably didn’t know about. I held up my hands and said, “Nice trick, but now that I know your secret, I won’t fall for it again.”
Omar chuckled. “Hopefully. You would be rather stupid if you did. But I’m getting tired of beating you around like a dummy. Time to end this.”
Omar raised his hands as well, which morphed once more into cannons. But then a dozen tiny cannons popped out of the sides of his main cannons, giving him, in effect, over a dozen cannons on both of his arms.
My eyes widened. “What the—? You can summon weapons on your weapons?”
“Sure,” said Omar. “My body morph power lets me do all sorts of cool things like that. In fact, I can add even more if I want.”
Omar grunted and more cannons—albeit even smaller than the previous ones—popped out of his arms. He now had well over three dozen cannons on his arms. The big ones would likely cause the most damage if they were fired, but the small ones would hurt, too.
“I can tell based on your expression that you know that you won’t survive my next attack,” said Omar. “But you heard what Night Soldier said. You can surrender if you want. I won’t think any less of you if you do.”
I bit my lower lip. No way was I going to surrender, but my odds of success seemed incredibly low. Between my lungs and eyes being full of dust and Omar’s immense firepower, I wasn’t in the best position to pull a comeback.
But I was going to anyway. And I knew exactly how.
With a grunt, I thrust my hands forward. Omar raised his cannons protectively, but he didn’t seem to realize that I wasn’t shooting anything at him.
No. I was aiming to summon something behind him.
Arthur the knight appeared in a flash of light behind Omar. To his credit, Omar whirled around and aimed his cannon arms at Arthur, but Arthur was faster. Arthur’s sword slashed through Omar’s cannon arms, neatly severing them from the rest of his body, before kicking Omar in the chest and sending Omar sprawling in the dirt and grass. Omar struggled to get up, only for Arthur to place the tip of his sword against his neck, causing Omar to freeze.
Smiling, I walked over to Omar until I stood over him. Looking down at the unarmed and pinned boy, I said, “You know you can surrender, right? I won’t think any less of you if you do.”
Omar bit his lower lip. He looked like surrendering was the last thing he wanted to do, but he finally said, “All right. I surrender. You win.”
I only smiled in response to that, but then Night Soldier’s voice suddenly boomed across the Stadium, declaring, “Michael ‘Swiss Knife’ Omar, the Champion of Team Mask, has conceded the match to Ashley ‘Crafter’ Jason, the Champion of Team Justice! Therefore, Ashley Jason is the winner!”
Team Justice, along with Teammates from some of the other Teams who had been rooting for me, went nuts at Night Soldier’s announcement. Team Mask, on the other hand, all looked like they’d just been slapped in the face with a wet fish. At least they weren’t booing and cursing my name, which was nice.
I waved at the cheering students, taking special notice of Barrett, Jake, and Nisha, who all sat in the front row of the Team Justice seats. Barrett was clapping loudly, a ridiculously big smile on his face, while Jake was hopping up and down like he was on a sugar high, and Nisha whistled and cheered my name.
In fact, Nisha even stood up and began chanting, “Ashley! Ashley! She’s our girl! Ashley!”
At first, only Nisha participated in the chant. Then Barrett joined in, followed by Jake, and soon the entirety of Team Justice was repeating that chant over and over again. The chant even drowned out the cheers from the other Teams that had been betting on me.
It was amazing to hear everyone on my Team chanting for me. Granted, most of them were still unaware of my condition, but that was fine. I actually liked being popular for once. It was a nice change of pace.
Or it was until I caught a glimpse of Courtney standing at the very top of the stands, behind Fadil and a few other second-years. She was half-draped in shadow, making it hard to see her until she moved. But there was no mistaking those glasses for anyone else’s glasses.
Our eyes met briefly and, even from a distance, the hurt and jealousy in Courtney’s eyes were obvious.
But our gaze met only for a second. Then Courtney turned around and marched out of the Stadium, even as Nisha started up a new, even more energetic round of chanting my name.
But even if the entire Stadium had been chanting my name over and over again, somehow, I didn’t think it would make up for the friendship I just lost today.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The aftermath of the match was dizzying, to say the least. After I got off the field, I was met by nearly the entirety of Team Justice, who bore me on their shoulders against my will and brought me back to the Team Justice dorms. There, we had a huge party, with tons of pizza, soft drinks, games, and even some dancing and music courtesy of Barrett, who apparently decided to share some Superbian music and dance moves with us. 
I was congratulated by pretty much every person in Team Justice. Nisha, of course, was the first to congratulate me and stood by my side and beamed every time someone congratulated me on my win in the match. It was obvious that Nisha wanted everyone to know that I’d only won because of the tricks and techniques she’d taught me, but that was fine. After seeing Courtney storm off like that, I wasn’t exactly in the mood to toot my own horn.
Even so, I was a good sport about it, shaking everyone’s hand, partying with everyone, and even doing some karaoke, which I rarely did. I was high on winning the match, high on the constant praise and congratulations I got from everyone, and high on the pizza, soft drinks, and everything else we ate. Even Night Soldier himself stopped by the dorm to congratulate me, though he didn’t stay for very long. Professor Hernandez also dropped by, but mostly to make sure the party didn’t get too crazy and that I hadn’t hurt myself from overexerting myself during the match (which I did not, by the way).
The party went on for hours, helped by the fact that today was the last day of school and we wouldn’t be coming back to the Academy until after New Year’s. I tried to get away several times but kept getting dragged back in by the others, especially Nisha. It was probably because I was the guest of honor and the whole reason we were throwing the party in the first place. Even so, it was easy to notice that Courtney was one of the few students not at the party. Even Sofia hung around with a guy who I assumed was her boyfriend, though those two disappeared fairly early on.
In any case, I finally managed to convince everyone that I needed to get some sleep and turn in for the night. It helped that I actually was sore in multiple parts of my body and definitely needed to shower to get all of the dust out of my hair and skin. Of course, my absence did not convince anyone else to stop partying, and in fact, seemed to make the other students party even harder if the increased volume of the music was any indication.
But I found it easy to ignore even the loudest music, especially when I stepped into the elevator and went up to the second floor of the building. It took me no time at all to reach the second floor and even less time to find our new second-year dorm room, Dorm J22. That was where Courtney likely was.
Without knocking, I opened the door and stepped into our dorm. In stark contrast to the party on the first floor, Dorm J22 was dark and silent. The lights were off, no music was playing, and the bunks all appeared to be empty. With the windows closed, it would have been a nice sleep set-up if I had been in the mood to go to sleep, which I wasn’t quite yet.
“Courtney?” I said, keeping my voice low but louder than a whisper. “Courtney, you there? It’s me, Ashley. I want to talk.”
There was no answer at first, making me think that maybe my theory was wrong. Maybe Courtney had gone to the Library or somewhere else on campus. That didn’t seem likely, though. Curfew was at ten and it was eleven-thirty already. And Courtney was not the kind of girl who liked to sneak out at night. She was much too responsible to do something like that, which was why I thought I’d find her here.
Then I heard stirring in the top bunk to my right and Courtney’s voice mumbled, “Close the door, will you? Some of us mortals are trying to sleep.”
I looked up at Courtney’s bunk, which was directly above mine. Courtney’s face peered out from under her blankets, her glasses missing, though she seemed to see me just fine based on the annoyed expression she wore.
“Hey, Courtney,” I said gently, “I’m sorry to wake you, but I wanted to talk.”
Courtney snorted and rolled over onto her side, turning her back to me. “Maybe in the morning. I’m sleeping.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “We’ll both be too busy tomorrow morning getting ready to go home to talk. We talk now or never.”
Courtney snorted again. “You sound just like my mom. Only you aren’t my mom. You’re more like my annoying older sister, even though I don’t have an older sister.”
I scowled. “I just want to talk. I know you’ve been annoyed with me over the past three months because I became the Champion of Team Justice and you didn’t, but we’re still friends. Friends talk out their differences, especially when they get upset with each other.”
Courtney sat up in her bunk so fast that I could have sworn she had super speed. She didn’t get out of her bunk, however, and glared down at me with startlingly hateful eyes. Even her pink Hello Kitty t-shirt did nothing to detract from how angry she looked.
“Friends, huh?” Courtney said, almost spitting the word like it tasted bad in her mouth. “I forgot, do ‘friends’ steal the dreams of their friends after their best friends let them know about it?”
“What are you talking about?” I said. “I didn’t steal anything. I didn’t even want to be Champion. I voted for you.”
“Did you?” said Courtney accusingly. She tilted her head to the side mockingly. “You never showed me any proof. I only had your word to go by. Yours and Barrett’s. All I know is that I only got three votes, but for all I know, the other two votes might have come from a couple of the boys trying to make fun of a normal-born like me.”
“A what?” I said in confusion.
“Normal-born,” Courtney said. She scowled. “It’s an insult meant to degrade supers who come from normal parents. Like me.”
“Oh,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I … haven’t heard that term before.”
“Of course you haven’t,” said Courtney. She brushed her hair back in a mocking way. “Your parents are two of the most famous and beloved superheroes in the country, if not in the whole world. Your family is one of the most prominent super families in the United States. Your grandfather was even a member of the First Generation. That’s probably why everyone voted for you. They wanted a celebrity to represent the Team, not a boring normal-born like me.”
My mouth fell open. “Courtney, what the heck are you talking about? Who cares who my parents are? I doubt that’s why the majority of people voted for me. They probably just voted for me because of how I handled Parasite last year.”
“Oh, I forgot,” said Courtney. “In addition to being a great student and daughter of two of the greatest superheroes ever, you’ve also defeated a supervillain already and worked with the G-Men to defeat the Guardians of Humanity. Gee whiz, what will the great Ashley Jason do next? Defeat Lord Klaw? Bring about true equality between supers and normals? Cure cancer? Tell me, what’s next on your wonderful and amazing agenda for humanity, Ashley?”
I was practically speechless. This was completely unlike the sweet, kind, supportive Courtney I knew. Or thought I knew, anyway. Was this the real Courtney? A petty, jealous girl who couldn’t stand it when her best friend succeeded in ways that she wanted to succeed?
Anger flickered within me at Courtney’s mocking tone, not helped by my lack of sleep and energy from the excitement of the day. Even so, I managed to practice enough self-control to say, “Nonsense, Courtney. You’re the better student than me and you know it. Everyone knows it, in fact. Why do you think everyone is constantly coming to you for help with their homework?”
“Who cares about homework?” Courtney snapped. She pointed an accusing finger at me. “No one is throwing a party for me because I helped them pass their Neogenetics test. But everyone is throwing a party for you because you beat some arrogant idiot who obviously had no idea what he was doing. I see what people actually value and it’s not me or my skills, but yours.”
“But I value your skills,” I said. “Ever since I learned I was chosen to represent Team Justice, I’ve felt really bad about it. If I had a choice, I would have given the title to you because I know you wanted it more than me.”
“Would you?” said Courtney. She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I think you’re just trying to say that to make yourself feel better. If you really thought that way, then you wouldn’t have accepted the title in the first place. You sure looked happy when you won the match and you were partying with the other students for hours without even thinking about me.”
I scowled. “Maybe if you weren’t stuck in your stupid little pity party, you might have noticed that the party is still going on below and I am here with you. If you had been at the actual party instead of your pity party, you would have seen me trying to extract myself from everyone who kept trying to shove pizza and ice cream in my face and make me sing karaoke!”
“Oh, you poor thing,” said Courtney with a sigh. “You have such a hard life, being the daughter of the world’s most famous superhero, being the most popular girl in our Team and maybe in the whole school, and having everyone and their dog wanting to hang out with you. I just can’t imagine what it must be like to live through such hardships.”
“You think I have it easy?” I snapped, almost screamed. “My baby brother was nearly murdered in front of my eyes. I was almost murdered by a bunch of anti-superhuman bigots who think that our kind don’t even deserve to exist. I saw two men killed right in front of me. And you want me to believe that I have it easy?”
“You have no idea what my life is like,” said Courtney. “And I didn’t say you had it easy. I said you have a hard life. Weren’t you paying attention? Or are you still high on your new status as the most popular girl in Team Justice?”
“I know exactly what you meant, Courtney, not what you said,” I said. “I might not be as smart as you, but I’m not an idiot, either.”
“Good for you,” said Courtney. She yawned loudly and said, “But I’m done talking with you. You have a very important party to get back to and I have a very important sleep to get back to. Good night.”
With that, Courtney lay back down in her bed, threw the covers over her head, and immediately started snoring in a loud and exaggerated manner. It was annoying enough that I didn’t even bother trying to wake her up. I just walked out of the dorm and practically slammed the door shut behind me. Rather than go back to the party, however, I leaned against the door, feeling my blood pressure slowly drop as I calmed down.
But I didn’t calm down entirely. No. I couldn’t. Not after what Courtney said to me.
Out of all of the students in the Academy, I would never have guessed that Courtney, my best friend in the entire school, would say such hurtful things to me. I could see Sofia doing that, for example, but Courtney? No way. It was almost as bad as Cora saying that stuff to me, only I knew that Cora would never even consider saying that crap to me. Sure, Cora and I got into fights sometimes, but we never hurt each other that badly.
Or maybe … just maybe … that was Courtney’s way of saying that our friendship was over.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Winter break was a nice break from the craziness that had engulfed the first three months of my second year at the Academy. With the Guardians of Humanity disorganized and no longer a threat to our family, we had a really nice, relaxing Christmas at Grandma Ashley’s house, which was located just a few blocks down from where my parents’ house was in Silvers. And yes, I was named after my grandma, which was probably why she was my favorite grandparent. 
Baby Ronny was doing as well as ever. He was even starting to walk, although not very gracefully. Still, I amused myself a lot over the holidays by trying to get Ronny to walk to me. He was a year old now and was already starting to look a little like Dad, though I thought his nose looked more like Mom’s. Regardless, Ronny gave us lots of laughs and amusement over winter break, especially on Christmas when he eagerly ripped the wrapping paper off the presents we gave him.
It was just us this year. Uncle Ted and Aunt Jennifer, along with my cousin Theo and his younger sister Emily, spent Christmas vacationing in Canada, of all places. They did send us a Christmas card, though, which showed the whole family wearing identical Christmas sweaters standing in front of a Christmas tree, with Aunt Jennifer holding Theo’s baby sister in her arms. The card was nice and we sent them a card of our own back, but honestly, I was happy Theo wasn’t here.
After I won my match, the final match of the first round of the Tournament happened later that day. It was Team Secret, with Theo representing them as their Champion, versus Team Cape, represented by a fourth-year student named Misha ‘Dark Rose’ Sierra, who could apparently create thorns on her body. The outcome seemed inevitable: Theo, a first-year, getting squashed by Misha’s superior fourth-year tactics and experience. Plus, how much damage could a teleporter do, anyway?
A lot, apparently. Theo took out Misha so fast that it nearly caused an uproar from Team Cape. Even now, despite watching the match myself, I couldn’t tell you exactly how Theo took her down so quickly. Best as I could tell, he used his teleportation skills to mimic super speed, moving so fast that Misha couldn’t keep up. He would land a solid blow and then teleport away just outside of her reach whenever she tried to hit him. Even Misha’s ability to shoot her thorns from her body like missiles was useless because Theo would just teleport out of the way. I could tell that his mentor, Team Secret’s Reagan ‘Explosion Fist’ Almond, was pleased to see that her training of Theo paid off.
As a result, Theo won the match and Team Secret, just like Team Justice, celebrated. In fact, they partied so hard that some of their members even accidentally damaged their dorm building, forcing Night Soldier himself to step in and end the party early and send everyone to bed. Guess Team Secret really liked to party.
I did congratulate Theo on his win, but I was glad I got to spend winter break away from him. Even without talking to him, I could see Theo’s ego balloon to absolutely monstrous proportions the second Night Soldier announced that Theo was the winner of the match. No doubt Theo was spending his winter break bragging about how he defeated Dark Rose all by himself.
But it did open an interesting situation: Now that the first round of the Tournament was over, it meant that there were only three Champions left. That was me, representing Team Justice, Theo, representing Team Secret, and some guy named Sean Gonzales representing Team Powers. According to Nisha, the Competition’s next round was going to be before the end of spring break, but she apparently did not know how it was going to work. She said she thought that it was going to be a three-way melee between the three remaining Champions, but I didn’t see how that would work, nor did I see how that would be compatible with what Night Soldier said before about the Competition having three rounds.
In any case, Nisha promised to me that we would resume our training as soon as school got back into session. She had gone to spend Christmas with her family in Boston, but we did keep in touch via text. Barrett had gone home to Superbia, which, I was surprised to learn, did celebrate Christmas. He made it sound different from how America does it, though, because apparently Superbia claims that Santa Claus was actually one of the first supers. Seemed weird to me, but ultimately harmless.
As for Courtney, I knew she went back to her family in Virginia, but heck if I knew how she was spending her Christmas. Courtney didn’t bother to tell me, as you might have guessed. She didn’t even say goodbye to me when we left school. I couldn’t say I was surprised, though. I really did think that our friendship was over, even though I didn’t want it to be.
I did spend some time with Cora over winter break, though, and talk to her about my friendship troubles. Cora sympathized with me, but she had little advice to offer me. She just told me that if Courtney really felt that way about me, then it was probably not worth the trouble to try to mend relations with her. Cora did say I could try anyway, but she personally didn’t see the point.
I couldn’t say I disagreed. My fight with Courtney hadn’t just been a minor disagreement or argument over something silly. Courtney had made all sorts of personal accusations against me that were untrue and wrong. She seemed jealous of me, not just because I was the Team Justice Champion and she wasn’t, but also because I was more deeply ingrained in the super community than she was. I was aware that Courtney felt like an outsider due to having normal parents, but hadn’t realized just how much that bothered her until that argument.
But I still didn’t see any reason to apologize. I wasn’t in the wrong. Courtney was. Yes, I wished we could be friends again, but Cora had a point. If Courtney really believed all of those things she said about me, then maybe she was never really my friend in the first place.
But, however sound that argument may have been to my rational mind, it didn’t do anything to ease my emotions. Or make me feel any less sad than I did at the death of our friendship.
Things didn’t change much in that regard after winter break. Although Courtney and I shared the same dorm room along with two other girls, we didn’t talk much or interact with each other beyond what was necessary. We didn’t sit together in class or at mealtimes anymore. In fact, I began to notice Courtney hanging out with Sofia very often, especially at mealtimes. That infuriated me more than anything else. So she was going to hang out with the girl who had spread nasty rumors about me, then?
Yeah. Some friend she was. Cora was right.
Everything else went more or less smoothly, though. As Nisha promised, we resumed our training sessions the first week after school was back in session. I was still taking the Super Pill and talking to Professor Hernandez about it. The teachers gave us increasingly large amounts of homework, but I was able to keep up with it (the perks of losing my best friend meant I had more time for schoolwork). Courtney, Sofia, and their posse aside, I was still really popular with Team Justice and got lots of encouragement from my Teammates as the next round of the Competition drew closer with every passing day.
That was pretty much how things went for the next couple of months, from January to February. Life settled into a new routine of me getting up, having breakfast, going to class, and then spending the late afternoons and evenings either studying or practicing with Nisha. It was a comforting routine, especially over the insanity of the first three months. I even began to believe I would get to graduation without anything of interest happening.
Unfortunately, I was going to be proven wrong. Painfully wrong.
And it all started on the first day of March, approximately two weeks before the second round of the Competition, when a familiar shadow came to visit me with news that would shake my world …




CHAPTER THIRTY


Sunday, March 1st, 9:23 AM, 2037 … 
Wiping the sweat off my brow, I said, in a slightly hesitant voice, “Uh, Nisha?”
Nisha, who stood outside of the Gym’s center, looked up from her phone. “Hmm? What is it, Ash?”
I gulped. “I really appreciate all of the training you’ve given me over the last six months or so, but … are you sure this won’t get me killed?”
Nisha smiled. “Don’t you worry, Ash. Remember, I am totally in control of Markus. I won’t have him hurt you any more than is necessary. And as always, if you feel like I am going too far, just say ‘Stop!’ and I’ll call Markus off.”
I nodded anxiously. “I get that, but … does he have to be wielding a metal bat?”
I gestured at Markus, Nisha’s puppet, who stood opposite me. He was still as naked and muscular as ever, his red speedo standing out sharply against his dark, metallic skin. Only now he was holding a thick, metal baseball bat in his hands, looking for all the world like he was ready to hit a home run and win the game for the team.
“It’s not as heavy as it looks,” Nisha promised me. She tapped the baseball bat, which made a hollow gong-like sound. “See? Plus, as I said, I’ll make sure Markus doesn’t hit you too hard. Even if he does, you should be all right. You’ve been practicing your Light Armor technique, haven’t you?”
I nodded again, though less-than-enthusiastically. “Yeah, I have.”
“Then show me,” said Nisha, putting her hands on her hips. “I want to see it.”
I gulped but focused hard on gathering the light around me. In my mind’s eye, I saw a suit of armor—similar to the kind that Arthur wore—coalescing around my form. Only this armor wasn’t made of metal at all, but light, making it both transparent yet really bright. Of course, if I was doing this right, then my Light Armor should be at least as strong as normal metal armor, if not stronger.
In an instant, my body was covered from head to toe in a ‘suit’ of Light Armor. I couldn’t feel it at all on my body, but Nisha was forced to raise a hand over her eyes to protect her vision. Markus, being a Construct, of course did not bother to protect his eyes, the glow from my Light Armor reflecting off his dull metal skin.
“Excellent,” said Nisha. “You did that much quicker than last time. Good job.”
I smiled, although Nisha did not seem to realize how much effort it actually took to make Light Armor. Then again, it had been easier to make it this time than the last few times I practiced it. Perhaps I was getting better, after all.
After returning to school after winter break, Nisha had told me that she was going to teach me how to make Constructs that could protect my body. She had determined to teach me this skill over others because, while it was more of an advanced technique, it would be helpful against the other two Champions, both of whom relied on landing physical blows on their enemies to win. Therefore, I needed to figure out a way to protect myself, especially since the Competition rules forbid Champions from wearing any armor that wasn’t already a part of their costume.
Creating Light Armor was much more challenging than you’d think, though. First off, I needed to know my body’s dimensions and numbers so I could make sure the armor fit me and wasn’t too big or too small. I also needed to study actual physical armor so I could know how armor worked. I decided to base my armor off the old Medieval knight armor, though I did smooth out the design to make it look sleeker and more modern.
But designing the armor was a walk in the park compared to the actual challenge: Namely, moving in it.
You would think it would be easy, given how my armor was literally made out of light. But the problem I ran into was that I was so used to making solid, inflexible hard light Constructs that I didn’t know how to make Constructs that had some flexibility. Nisha kept telling me that the concept behind Arthur’s flexibility was the same as making my armor move, but I wasn’t so sure about that. I either made my Light Armor so solid that I couldn’t move or I made it so flexible that it offered practically no protection. I needed to find a way to balance solidity and flexibility, especially with the third round coming up.
“Now, then,” said Nisha, stepping away from Markus. “Markus will attack you with his bat. While you are free to block his attacks, I want you to try to dodge. How flexible is your armor?”
I tried to raise my left foot, but only got it a few inches above the ground before putting it back on the floor. “Like a stick.”
“Hey, at least you managed to raise your left foot somewhat,” said Nisha. She clapped her hands together. “Okay, if you can dodge at least one of his attacks, then we’ll be done for the day. Fair enough?”
I shrugged, a movement my armor did not follow. “Fair enough.”
“Good,” said Nisha. “Now get ready. Markus is gonna do his best to hit a home run.”
I gulped and readied myself for Markus’ bat. Markus performed a few practice swings before rushing toward me as fast as he usually did. I braced myself for impact, trying to predict where he would try to hit first and which parts of my body I could move. If he aimed for my face, I could possibly duck, but he might go for my legs or even chest. It was tough to predict the actions of an enemy who couldn’t think.
But as it turned out, I didn’t have to, because a wall of shadow suddenly appeared between Markus and me just as Markus swung his bat. Markus’ bat cracked against the wall of shadow just as if it was made of pure Indestructonium, causing Markus to step back in surprise.
“Huh?” said Nisha, staring at the wall of shadow in shock. “That doesn’t look like one of your Constructs.”
“That’s because it isn’t,” said an all-too-familiar female voice I had hoped to never hear again.
Looking over my shoulder, I spotted Shade leaning against one of the squat racks as casually as if she worked out here every day. She was even dressed for the occasion, wearing black yoga pants, a form-fitting black shirt, and a headband, with her dark hair done up in a practical ponytail. The only hint that she hadn’t been working out was that she wasn’t sweating, making me wonder why she bothered to dress up that way at all.
“Who are you?” said Nisha, looking at Shade in confusion. “You’re definitely not a student or one of the teachers.”
“That’s Shade,” I said before Shade could open her mouth again, dismissing my Light Armor. “She’s the Director of the G-Men and the hero I apprenticed under during SAP.”
“The one you were telling me about?” said Nisha. She looked at Shade again, this time even more confused than before. “She doesn’t look like the leader of a powerful government agency.”
“I might work for the government, but that doesn’t mean I can’t work out, too,” Shade replied. She pushed herself off the squat rack and walked over to us. “This might surprise you, but even government agents have fun sometimes. Or I do, anyway.”
I dismissed my Light Armor and gestured at Shade’s shadow wall. “Any reason you decided to interfere with our practice session? I don’t remember inviting you.”
“You didn’t,” said Shade without missing a beat. She stopped a few feet away from me and her shadow wall collapsed onto the floor into pure shadow again. “But Night Soldier did. I just got out of a meeting with him in his office. I was giving him updates on the Guardians situation, as well as our efforts to find Omega Man.”
I frowned. “And you’re here because …?”
“First, I wanted to congratulate you on your win in the Competition back in December,” said Shade, holding up a finger. “And second, I wanted to let you know about our findings, too. But also, I’ve canceled your and Sofia’s active SAP positions for the rest of the school year.”
“Why?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “I thought we were supposed to go back sometime this month.”
Shade shook her head. “Nah. Technically, you only need to go through SAP for one week to have it reflect on your overall grade. Plus, I’ve been way too busy since Overkill’s death to mentor you two. Better to let you focus on your studies at school than put you out into the real world, which is looking a little … dangerous at the moment.”
“Dangerous?” Nisha repeated. “How dangerous? I thought the Guardians were basically defeated.”
Shade glanced at Nisha and frowned. “This information doesn’t concern you. I must ask you to leave.”
“No,” I said, stepping forward and making Shade look at me in surprise. “Nisha stays. She’s the Top Student of Team Justice, so she can be trusted. Plus, our training session still isn’t over yet and I doubt it will take you long to give me the updates you gave Night Soldier.”
Both Shade and Nisha looked surprised at my insistence that Nisha stay here, but I didn’t care. Although I doubted that Shade would try to do anything to me, I didn’t feel comfortable being alone with her. I felt safer with Nisha, who I knew I could trust, being present. And I didn’t care if Shade didn’t like that.
I could tell that Shade didn’t, but she just shrugged and said, “Fine. But I must ask both of you not to tell anyone else what I am about to share with you. Got it?”
“Yes,” I said as Nisha and I both nodded. “We can keep a secret.”
“Good,” said Shade, “because the information I’m about to share with you is very much top-secret.”
“If it’s secret, why are you going to tell us at all?” said Nisha, putting one hand on her hip. “We’re not exactly high-ranking government officials ourselves, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“I noticed,” said Shade. She nodded at me. “Our findings directly concern Ashley, seeing as they are about the Guardians situation. Plus, they will also indirectly affect the Academy, so they will affect you, too, at some point.”
“Are the Guardians still planning to attack the Academy?” I asked with a gulp. “I thought they scuttled those plans after we beat them.”
“No, the Guardians are not planning to attack the Academy,” said Shade, “at least, not in any organized fashion that I am aware of. Our spies have reported—just as I predicted—that the Guardians have fallen into civil war among each other. Without Overkill’s iron fist to unify them, the Guardians have fallen into multiple factions that are more interested in killing each other than killing supers.”
“So?” I said. “Isn’t that a good thing? If the Guardians are more concerned with killing each other than killing us, it means we’re safer than ever.”
“One would assume so,” said Shade, “but as Director Smith used to always tell me, never assume anything. And that includes assuming that your enemies are too weak and powerless to be a threat to you.”
“What exactly are you getting at here, Director?” said Nisha. “Are you telling us that the Guardians are still a threat even without their leader?”
Shade sighed and brushed back a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “And that’s where things become complicated. See, we’ve managed to get an approximate location of where Omega Man is.”
“You mean you’ve finally found him?” I said, putting together my hands hopefully. “Where is he?”
Shade raised her finger and pointed it directly at the floor. “Somewhere underneath us.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Nisha and I looked at the mats covering the gym floor. Though a bit pitted and torn in a couple of places from our recent sparing sessions, the blue mats looked pretty ordinary. They certainly didn’t look like they hid Omega Man. 
I looked up at Shade, disbelief etched in my eyes. “What do you mean that Omega Man is directly below the Gym?”
“Not quite,” said Shade, shaking her head. She folded her arms in front of her chest, a frown on her face. “As I said, it’s complicated. But we have reason to believe that Omega Man is somewhere underneath the Academy campus. He might be under the Gym, but most likely, he’s somewhere else.”
“How do you know this for sure?” said Nisha. “And how come the faculty didn’t know this?”
“That’s what I was speaking with Night Soldier about,” said Shade. “I am confident that no one working for the Academy was even aware that Omega Man is somewhere on campus. Nor are any previous employees of the Academy aware of Omega Man’s presence here. Yet that’s what the evidence suggests.”
“What evidence?” I said. “Can you show it to us?”
“Due to the top-secret nature of this investigation, I can’t show you all of it,” said Shade, shaking her head. She raised her watch. “But I can show you some of it.”
Shade tapped the screen on her watch and a holographic image of a map of the Academy appeared. The map was covered in red dots, including dots underneath the dorms.
“The red dots represent potential locations where Omega Man might be hidden,” said Shade. “I am planning to send G-Men agents to all of the red dots to begin conducting their investigation in-person. We’ve only just recently come to this conclusion, which is why no one other than me has come here.”
“But I still don’t see how you came to this conclusion,” I said. “Only Overkill knew where Omega Man was, right? That knowledge died with him, didn’t it?”
“So we thought,” said Shade. “But our spies in the Guardians found Overkill’s office near the sub-basement where that original meeting was. Found a ton of documents, mostly regarding identities of the various Guardians and their missions and operations, but we did find an interesting document that included Overkill’s research on Omega Man.”
“You mean Overkill just left his research notes sitting around for anyone to pick up?” I said. “Doesn’t sound very secure to me.”
“Overkill was an arrogant jerk who thought he was better than us supers,” said Shade. “It doesn’t surprise me in the slightest that he wouldn’t take proper safety precautions to keep his data safe. In any case, the document itself doesn’t say exactly where Omega Man is. It simply says that Overkill managed to narrow down his location to the Academy, somewhere underneath the campus itself.”
“But that doesn’t make sense,” said Nisha. “Everyone knows the story of how Omega Man disappeared. Why would he run away from Hero Island only to hide underneath the Academy? That would risk spreading the Neo-Plague to the students, which doesn’t seem like something Omega Man would do.”
“If we knew why Omega Man ended up here, then I wouldn’t currently be talking to you two,” said Shade, shaking her head. “As it is, we only know that he is somewhere here, which is the biggest lead we’ve ever had on him since his disappearance. With luck, we should find him before spring break.”
I bit my lower lip. “Nisha’s right. This seems really weird. How could the most famous superhero in the world end up here?”
“Again, it doesn’t matter,” said Shade. “If we can find Omega Man, we can ask him for ourselves.”
“But where would he hide under here?” said Nisha. She gestured at the floor. “There’s nothing underneath the Academy at all. Well, there might be, like, a storage basement or something, but I kind of doubt Omega Man is hiding in the cafeteria’s storage room.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” said Shade. “The Academy actually has an extensive underground tunnel system that stretches underneath the entire campus.”
I looked at Shade in disbelief. “You’re joking.”
“I am definitely not,” said Shade. She tapped the floor with her foot. “Night Soldier showed me the map of the tunnels. It’s a veritable maze down there. Probably could get easily lost if you aren’t careful.”
“This is the first time I’ve heard of it and I’ve been attending the Academy for four years,” said Nisha. “How do we know you’re telling the truth?”
Shade sighed again but tapped her watch once again. The holographic map of the Academy suddenly became transparent, showing what looked like an extensive, complicated map of a maze underneath the Academy. The maze almost looked like the Academy’s skeleton, especially with the way Shade had the Academy overlaid on top of the maze itself.
“See this?” said Shade. “This is the map of the maze that Night Soldier gave me. As you can tell, it’s huge.”
“You can say that again,” I said, looking at the map in awe. “It looks like you could get lost down there for years if you don’t know what you’re doing.”
“That’s why we’re not rushing down there just yet,” said Shade. “I’m going to put together a couple of teams to explore the maze. We have reason to believe that Omega Man is sleeping somewhere in that maze. And with luck, we’ll find him within a week, maybe two.”
“I don’t get it,” said Nisha. “Even if this maze exists, why have the faculty not told us about it? Furthermore, when was it built?”
“Night Soldier told me that it’s official name is the Underground Academy,” said Shade. “It’s basically an underground version of the main Academy campus. In the event of an emergency that cuts the Academy off from the outside world, students, faculty, and staff are supposed to escape to the Underground Academy to resume their normal studies until contact with the outside world can be reestablished.”
“Was it built because of the Neo-Plague?” I said.
“Pretty much,” said Shade. “The Neo-Plague, as you know, was incredibly deadly. It killed about seven percent of the Academy’s students at the time, which was much higher than the international average of five percent among the whole superhuman population at the time. That was mostly because the Academy wasn’t designed with a disease like that in mind. As a result, the NHA and INJ’s leaders agreed on a plan to create what is basically a gigantic underground bunker to protect the students in case something like that happened again.”
“Has it ever been used since it was built?” said Nisha, tilting her head to the side.
“No, it never was,” said Shade, shaking her head again. “They occasionally send janitors down there to clean and do basic maintenance, but that’s it, basically. It’s even equipped with tons of emergency food and supplies, enough food to feed the entire school for up to three months.”
“How do you even hide something like that for five years?” I said. “That doesn’t seem possible.”
“Ashley, we’re supers,” Shade replied. “With the right powers, pretty much anything is possible.”
I looked at the map of the Underground Academy again, marveling at just how huge it was. Then again, Hero Island hadn’t existed, either, until a superhero known as Mr. Miner, another First Generation super, literally lifted it from the sea with his powers. Heck, Mr. Miner might have even helped build the Underground Academy, too, for all we knew.
But it did leave one question in my mind: If the Academy was able to hide an entire underground school from us without even the Top Students suspecting its existence, what other smaller, but just as important, secrets could they be hiding from us?
“So this ‘Underground Academy’ might be where Omega Man is?” said Nisha.
“That’s what the evidence suggests so far,” said Shade. “And it makes sense if you think about it. It’s kind of like hiding a tree in a forest.”
“But there are still too many questions left unanswered,” I said. “Like why Omega Man is in the Underground. Did he go down there himself or did someone put him down there? And, if so, who?”
“We will definitely have the answers to those questions sometime this week,” said Shade. “As I said, I’m going to assembled a couple of teams to search the entire Underground Academy for any clue of Omega Man’s location. Given its size, it might take us a while to explore it fully, but I’m confident we’ll have answers within the week, maybe two weeks if it takes longer than expected.”
“What are we supposed to do during that time?” I said. “Can Nisha and I help?”
Shade laughed. “Of course not! You two just need to focus on the Competition. Leave the mystery-solving to the adults. I only wanted to tell you about this because I figured you deserve to know. Otherwise, just keep practicing, studying, and training. Do your homework and try to get the attention of cute boys. That’s what I did when I was your age, though if you want a hint about that last one, it helps if you dress a bit like this.”
Shade gestured at her gym clothes, which certainly did cling rather tightly to her body. It made me feel very uncomfortable when she said that, though, and Nisha looked even more uncomfortable than I did.
“Anyway, I, unfortunately, don’t have time to get in a good workout today,” said Shade with a longing sigh. “Like the adult I am, I have important responsibilities to attend to, like organizing groups of highly-trained government agents to explore a previously-unknown maze for a long-lost superhero. Normal adult stuff, you understand.”
“I … I guess so,” I said, “but it’s going to be hard to focus on my training knowing that Omega Man might just be a few feet underneath us.”
“You’re going to have to anyway,” said Shade, wagging a finger at me. “But look on the bright side. You’ll get to brag to all of your friends that you helped find Omega Man. That’s gotta count for something, right?”
“Not really,” I said. “It’s just going to be hard not to think about it. I want to help.”
Shade chuckled. “Even though you look more like your mom, you’re really reminding me of your dad right about now. But anyway, I gotta go. I’ll leave you two to your sparring. Should we find out anything else of interest to you, we’ll let you know. Ciao!”
With that, Shade turned and walked away into the shadow of a nearby squat rack, disappearing like smoke in the wind.
“Uh …” Nisha looked at me uncertainly. “Is she always like that?”
“You mean acting like she’s a college student when she’s actually in her thirties?” I said in a deadpan voice. “Yeah, pretty much. Don’t be fooled, though. She’s a lot smarter than she looks.”
“I gathered,” said Nisha. She shuddered. “Ugh. There’s just something about the G-Men that doesn’t set well with me. That’s why I didn’t apply for a job with them after I graduate.”
I looked at Nisha in confusion. “Job?”
“Yeah,” said Nisha, looking at me as if I had grown another head. “I’m a fourth-year. This is my final year at the Academy. Once I graduate, I need to find a job somewhere. And it’s looking like I’ll get a job with either the NHA or INJ after I leave.”
I stroked my chin. I’d forgotten that Nisha was going to be graduating from the Academy this year, which seemed weird given how I knew she was a fourth-year. “Guess I’ve been so distracted by everything happening recently that I forgot you were graduating.”
“Nah, it’s fine,” said Nisha with a wave of her hand. “It’s not really something you need to worry about, anyway, although I guess I might end up working alongside your parents if the NHA accepts my application, huh?”
“Probably,” I said with a smile. “When do you start work?”
“Hopefully as soon as I graduate,” said Nisha, rubbing the back of her neck. “Still waiting to hear back from the NHA and INJ, but I should learn if I got a job from them this month. Assuming they accept my application, I’ll have to travel to their headquarters and do an interview. And if I interview successfully, then I’ll get the job and get to become an official superhero.”
“That’s cool,” I said. “Will you miss the Academy when you leave?”
Nisha nodded. “Yes. I mean, I’m going to be beyond happy not to have to deal with homework, but the Academy has been kind of like a second home to me. I’ve learned so much here and grown so much as a person that it’s hard to imagine life outside of it.”
“Yeah,” I said, “but I’m sure you’ll manage. You’re pretty smart.”
“Thanks,” said Nisha. She looked me in the eyes just then all of a sudden. “That’s why I volunteered to become the mentor to Team Justice’s Champion, by the way. I want to pass on what I’ve learned in the Academy to some of the younger students before I have to leave. It’s my way of paying it forward. I had a fourth-year student help me when I was a second-year like you and I made a vow to do the same thing when I became a fourth-year.”
I looked at Nisha in surprise but said nothing. Now Nisha’s eagerness to get started on training made sense. I guess I must have reminded her of herself when she was a second-year.
I just smiled and said, “Sounds good, Nisha. So, are we going to resume our training or what?”
“Might as well,” said Nisha, glancing at her Team Watch. “We’ve got about half an hour left, which should be plenty of time to get back to Light Armor training.”
I groaned. “You mean getting beaten to a pulp by Markus.”
“Same thing,” said Nisha with a mischievous smile. “Now, get back in position. One way or another, you will master creating your Light Armor. I guarantee it.” 




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Sis?” said Jake the next day, sitting next to me during lunch. “You okay? You look like you haven’t slept in ages.” 
I started, nearly spilling my milk carton over, and looked around wildly. “Huh? What? Who said that?”
Jake looked at me with a wary expression on his face. “Me. Your brother. You know, the guy you’re always getting on to because I don’t do my homework on your schedule?”
I blinked and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. “Oh. Right. Sorry about that. I was just up kind of late last night. Did some last-minute sparring with Nisha before curfew and then couldn’t get to sleep.”
“That is not good, Ashley,” said Barrett, who sat directly across from me, a half-eaten piece of pepperoni pizza in his hand. He held up a finger. “In Superbia, we always stress the importance of Institute students getting proper rest. Without proper rest, our growing brains will not grow as effectively, nor will we retain the important knowledge which our teachers are trying to impart on us.”
I blinked. “I take it you get a solid eight hours every night?”
“Yes,” said Barrett bluntly. He took another bite out of his pizza and swallowed. “Unlike America, where students regularly deprive themselves of sleep, Superbia makes sure all students always get enough rest. It’s why the Institute is considered one of the best super schools in the world.”
“If you like it so much, why are you here?” said Jake, sipping his bottled water with a slightly annoyed look on his face.
“Because Father says so,” said Barrett simply. “Plus, I will admit that I’ve enjoyed my time here at the Academy so far. Learning about the differences between the American and Superbian superhuman communities has been … enlightening, to say the least.”
I rubbed my forehead, a thoughtful frown on my face. “I’d still like to go to Superbia myself someday. That would be pretty neat.”
“I’m glad that you mentioned that,” said Barrett. “The Academy’s foreign exchange student program has opened up submissions for joining next year’s program. If you submit your application now, you might get a chance to go to the Institute next year.”
I lowered my fork and looked at Barrett in surprise. “Really? I didn’t know about that. How long are submissions opened?”
“Until the end of May, I believe,” said Barrett. “But I would recommend submitting your application as soon as possible. You can do so over the Team Watch. Just search ‘foreign exchange student program’ and it should come up on your search results.”
I nodded. I wasn’t going to do that right away—lunch was almost over, meaning we’d have to get back to class pretty soon—but I made a mental note to do it when I had the time.
“Yeah, but don’t you have other things to worry about first?” said Jake. “Like the next round of the Competition?”
“Right, that,” I said. I glanced at my Team Watch. “Night Soldier still hasn’t sent out the rules of the next round. I’m getting a little worried because I have no idea what to expect or who I am going to fight next.”
“Don’t worry, cuz,” said Theo, abruptly appearing between Jake and me without warning. He put his arms around our shoulders and pulled us in close. “If we end up fighting each other, I promise not to go too hard on you.”
I shrugged Theo’s arm off my shoulders and gave him a nasty look. “Where did you come from? I thought you were hanging out with your fan club.”
“I was,” said Theo, pulling out a toothpick from nowhere, which he began picking his teeth with. “But I wanted to see how my favorite cousins are doing. We haven’t talked very much recently, after all.”
Jake also shrugged Theo’s arm off his shoulder and said, “Gee, I wonder why.”
“I also wondered that,” said Theo without missing a beat, “but that’s fine. I really just wanted to talk to Ash.”
Theo disappeared and reappeared on the other side of the table next to Barrett, causing Barrett to jump. Theo, however, paid no attention to Barrett, fixing his gaze on me.
“I just wanted to congratulate you on your win in the first round,” said Theo. “I was especially intrigued by your knight Construct. Very clever move.”
“Thanks,” I said politely. “And I suppose I should congratulate you on your win, as well. You did pretty good for a first-year.”
Theo shrugged. “What can I say? I am very talented, after all. I know you would have congratulated me earlier, but that’s fine. I’ve been very busy lately, almost too busy even for family. One of the perks of being the Champion. I’m sure you understand.”
“I do,” I said flatly. “And I hope that you haven’t let your victory go to your head.”
“Oh, I haven’t,” Theo assured me. “My mentor, Reagan ‘Explosion Fist’ Almond, and I have been training hard every day in preparation for the next round. I’ve learned all sorts of new tricks and skills from Reagan, things I wouldn’t ever have learned on my own. She’s even taught me some basic computer programming, just for fun. I’m more curious about Nisha. Is she a good trainer?”
“She is,” I said vaguely. “I’ve learned a lot from her.”
Perhaps I seemed terse and even sharp, but I could tell that Theo was trying to fish information from me. There was a high chance that Theo and I would be facing each other in the next round. If so, then Theo obviously needed to know as much about me as possible. Likewise, it would help me if I knew about his new tricks, although something told me that Theo would never give up that information voluntarily. Maybe if I acted rude enough he would leave me and Jake alone.
“I’ve heard a lot about Nisha,” said Theo, “so it’s good to hear that she’s been teaching you well. But if you think about it, we won’t know who is the better teacher or mentor until we end up fighting each other in the Stadium. Then we’ll be able to pit our skills against each other and see just who is and is not the better student and mentor duo.”
“What’s your point?” I said, sipping my coffee. “There are three Champions left. We might not even have to fight each other.”
“Perhaps,” said Theo with a shrug. “But how likely is that? Besides, I’m not too worried about Team Powers’ Champion, who I’ve already pegged as a loser.”
“Hey,” said Jake sharply. “If our Champion was a loser, he wouldn’t have defeated Team Action’s Champion. Both of you better watch out.”
“We shall see about that,” said Theo. He locked eyes with me. “But something tells me that we’ll be facing each other at some point. Something tells me that that fight won’t end quite the way either of us think it will.”
I smirked. “Oh, yeah? How are you expecting it to end?”
Theo’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “That would be telling, now wouldn’t it?”
Without warning, Theo disappeared once again. He reappeared at a table with a bunch of other first-year Team Secret boys, where, after he said something I couldn’t hear that made everyone laugh, he stood up and walked out of the cafeteria. Guess they were going to their first classes of the day or something.
“That was … weird,” said Barrett. He looked at me and Jake questioningly. “I know he’s your cousin, but forgive me if I find that very hard to believe. He doesn’t act very much like you either of you.”
“He’s been that way for as long as we’ve known him,” I said as I scooped up some eggs with my fork and stuffed them into my mouth. “Trust me, he’s definitely our cousin, even though it would be a lot more convenient to say he’s not.”
“And he’s getting bolder, too,” Jake said. He pointed at Barrett. “Normally, Theo is too scared to even be in the same room as you, but right now he just sat next to you without even looking at you.”
“Likely his Champion title has gone to his head,” said Barrett, shaking his head. “He probably believes that he could beat me in a fight now that he’s gotten training from the Top Student of his Team. That’s what I sensed from him.”
“Do you think he could?” I said skeptically. “You’re pretty strong. I doubt Theo would be able to beat you in a straight fight.”
“I am not so sure about that,” said Barrett. “Theo may be an arrogant jerk, but there is a reason I couldn’t beat him the first time we fought. You saw how he manhandled Team Cape’s Champion. Teleportation may not be as scary-looking as turning into a dragon, but it’s still a deadly power in the right hands.”
“Theo’s hands are certainly not what I’d call the ‘right’ hands,” I said. I shuddered. “Good thing he’s too busy getting his ego rubbed by his fan club to do anything else. With that kind of power, I can’t imagine the pranks he’d pull, and probably on me, too.”
Barrett suddenly snapped his fingers. “Speaking of Theo, I just remembered. Look what I found.”
Barrett pulled a small golden ring out of his pocket and held it up for me to see. A tiny carved dragon head, with what appeared to be even tinier rubies set into the eye sockets, rose from the ring. It was so realistic that I half-expected it to hiss at me and start breathing fire.
“What is that?” said Jake, peering at the ring.
Barrett smiled. “My Superbian ring! Turns out Theo did not, in fact, steal it. I found it in my suitcase when I got home during Christmas break. Guess I simply misplaced it, after all.”
“That’s great,” I said. “Have you told Theo that?”
Barrett’s smile disappeared, replaced by a frown. “There’s no need. Theo knows he isn’t the thief. He would just brag if I told him I found the ring.”
I nodded. “Makes sense. Still glad you found it, though.”
“I am as well,” said Barrett as he put away his ring. “Father was very upset when I told him I’d lost it the first time. Fortunately, he will no longer be angry with me, which is a relief. Father can get very scary when he is angry.”
I glanced at Theo sitting at his table with his fans. “Guess Theo isn’t a thief, after all. Though he’s still a jerk.”
“Yeah, but I’m bored of Theo,” said Jake, wiping ketchup off his mouth with a napkin. “Why don’t we talk about my Team’s Champion? You know, Sean Gonzales?”
“Oh, right,” I said. I looked around the busy cafeteria but did not see him anywhere. “I forgot about him.”
“Sean is pretty easy to forget about,” said Barrett as he sipped his bottled water. “Even in his fight against Team Action’s Champion, he really didn’t stand out that much.”
“Sean is just really quiet,” Jake insisted. “Trust me, he’s definitely a bigger threat than Theo. He’s a third-year and has been undertaking personal training from our Top Student, Steven ‘Popgun’ Santos. I’ve seen how he trains. It’s insane.”
I stirred my eggs thoughtfully. “You wouldn’t happen to have any insider information on Sean, would you, Jake?”
Jake shook his head. “No. Well, I mean, I do, but I’m not going to tell you.”
“What?” I said. “Why not? I’m your sister. Don’t you want me to win?”
“Because I’m in Team Powers,” said Jake, folding his arms in front of his chest. “Yeah, you’re my sister, but we’re on different Teams. If I told you about Sean’s secret tactics and skills, then my entire Team would hate my guts forever. Not gonna risk it.”
“Really?” I said incredulously. I looked at Barrett and gestured at Jake. “Barrett, do you believe this? Jake is apparently more loyal to his Team than to his own sister, the sister he’s known his whole life.”
Barrett, however, simply nodded. “I believe it wholeheartedly. In Superbia, familial ties are extremely important. However, we recognize that sometimes certain bonds go deeper than blood, and based on everything I’ve seen here at the Academy, many people come to view their Teams as their families while attending school. It is even admirable in its own way.”
Jake smirked at me. “See, Ash? Even Barrett’s on my side on this.”
I couldn’t believe either of them. Jake prioritizing his Teammates over his own family was one thing, but Barrett backing him up? I knew they were friends, but I didn’t realize they both thought so much alike. Must have been a guy thing.
“Also, if I told you Sean’s secrets, then I’d have to tell Theo them, too, because he’s also family,” said Jake. “It wouldn’t be fair otherwise.”
“I guess,” I said grudgingly, “but I don’t see why you brought up Sean if you weren’t going to tell us anything about him.”
“I can tell you that Sean can transform into a giant,” said Jake. He bounced his hand off the table. “Kind of like an ogre.”
“I knew that already,” I grumbled. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“I also know he has a crush on you,” said Jake.
I almost dropped my fork and looked at Jake in disbelief. “What?”
“I said he has a crush on you,” said Jake. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Because I’ve never even met Sean, that’s why,” I said. “How do you know he has a crush on me?”
Jake scratched the back of his head. “Overhead him talking about you with some of his friends a week ago. He talked about how hot you were, though I didn’t stick around to listen because, well, I really don’t want to hear other guys talk about how hot my sister is.”
I was still trying to process the fact that Sean was apparently attracted to me in my head when Barrett leaned forward and said, “Sean has a crush on Ashley? Interesting. I would … never have guessed that.”
Oddly, there seemed to be a hint of anger under Barrett’s words. Why, I didn’t know. Not that I cared, though, because I was still trying to process this news myself.
“Yeah,” said Jake. “Shocked me, too, but it’s the truth.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I said. “Aren’t you afraid I might somehow use it against him?”
Jake laughed and stood up, holding his empty food tray in his hands. “Naw. You won’t. See you later. Got to get to class.”
With that, Jake walked off, still laughing to himself. Barrett and I watched him go.
“Why did Jake just laugh and walk off like that?” said Barrett, looking at me in confusion. “Did you say something funny?”
“I … don’t think so?” I said. I sighed. “I have no idea. Jake can be weird like that sometimes. He might even be trolling me. Not like he offered me any proof that Sean likes me.”
“Perhaps,” said Barrett, his grip on his bottled water tightening. “Even so, it’s something to keep in mind. I doubt it will keep Sean from trying to take you out if you end up fighting him, but it could play a factor in your fight against him.”
“Probably,” I said, “unless, again, Jake was just trolling me, which is a possibility we can’t dismiss out of hand, either.”
Barrett opened his mouth to speak, but then my Team Watch made a loud beeping noise. Puzzled, I glanced at my Team Watch, thinking it was just my usual reminder to go to class in the next five minutes, but I stopped cold when I saw that it was a message from Shade.
And the subject line of the message?
COME TO THE UNDERGROUND ACADEMY THIS WEEKEND.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Dear Ashley, 
Hey, Ashley! This is Sarah Bradford, Director of the G-Men AKA Shade.
Anyway, I hope you remember our conversation in the Gym about the Underground Academy. I’m in the process of putting together a team of the best G-Men I have to go in and begin the exploration. But first, I’ve decided, per the SAP guidelines, to call you and Sofia Rogers to help us to scout out the Underground Academy this Saturday at seven o’clock sharp.
I know this seems out of the blue, but don’t even try to get out of it. Once you are in SAP, you can’t get out unless you get horribly maimed or sick. And don’t try to pretend like you are sick all of a sudden, either. I’ve checked out your medical records from the Academy and none of them show that you’ve been sick recently. And your condition doesn’t count.
I’ll give you more details once you show up, but again, this is totally mandatory. If you show up, it’ll count toward your overall grade and I’ll make sure to emphasize what an amazing apprentice you were, which will no doubt help you graduate in your fourth-year.
Ciao!
Shade
P.S. Bring your costume. You’ll need it. Also, attached to this message is a locater beacon for the spot where you and Sofia need to meet up with us. I’m not a techie person, but I do know that if you click the link below, it will take you to your Team Watch’s map feature and highlight the location where we will meet up. It will even add our meeting to your calendar so you won’t forget it. Technology is pretty neat, isn’t it?
I didn’t need to reread Shade’s message to me as I walked through the quiet Academy campus in the early morning, but I did anyway. I did so for a number of reasons:
One, I was surprised that Shade had access to the Hectornet at all, which was the only possible way she could have sent me this message. Most likely, Night Soldier gave her access so she could send me a message, but I still didn’t like it. I didn’t want Shade to be able to message me at all times of day whenever she wanted.
Two, I had thought that Shade wasn’t going to involve me or Sofia in the Underground Academy stuff at all. That’s what she told me and Nisha at the Gym. Guess she must have changed her mind. Or she was lying the entire time and she had always planned to include us at some point. Both seemed likely to me, so I wasn’t sure which one to believe.
And three, this completely ruined my weekend plans with Nisha. With the next round coming up soon, I needed as much time as possible to train. Granted, we were still training every day of the week, but Shade’s message made it sound like I was going to be with her all day. I did text Nisha a message explaining where I was going to be on Saturday, but that didn’t mean I was happy about it. Nisha didn’t seem happy about it, either, but she said we could resume training on Sunday. It still left a sour taste in my mouth, even though I made an effort to blame Shade for forcing us to reschedule our training session.
But I guess there wasn’t any point in complaining now. Shade was right that I couldn’t opt out of this or SAP unless I wanted to hurt my grade. That was really annoying and made me wonder if this was how it worked for all SAP participants. If so, I was starting to understand why students who participated in SAP were called ‘saps’ by other students.
“Hey, there!” called a familiar feminine voice to my right. “What’s up?”
Snapped out of my thoughts, I glanced to my right in time to see Sofia walking beside me. At first, I didn’t recognize her because, like me, she was in her costume. Sofia’s costume was a green leather suit with a helmet designed to look kind of like goat horns. The letters ‘AF’ were stitched into her chest, while what looked like a squirt gun was holstered safely on her left hip. She would have been unrecognizable if not for her distinctive arrogant smirk and demeanor.
Seeing Sofia put me in an even worse mood than I already was. I couldn’t get the image of Sofia and Courtney sitting together at lunch, laughing at my expense. Granted, Courtney was currently asleep back in our dorm and had no idea where either Sofia or I was, but Sofia was a reminder of my bad relationship with Courtney. That was why seeing her made me so annoyed.
“Sofia,” I said as we walked down the pathway together, passing underneath several oak trees as we walked. “Surprised to see you up this early. I thought you needed your beauty sleep.”
Sofia waved a finger at me. “Ah, ah, ah. It’s Acidfall, not Sofia … Crafter.”
I frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“We’re using our superhero names on this mission,” Sofia explained as we turned a corner. “That’s what Shade told me. She wants us to get used to being referred to by our superhero names. So you have to call me Acidfall while I have to call you Crafter.”
My frown deepened even more. “Shade’s message didn’t say anything about our superhero names.”
“That’s because it didn’t,” said Sofia. “Shade sent me an additional personal message earlier this morning with that particular detail.”
I groaned. “That’s right. I forgot that you and Shade are BFFs.”
“One of the perks of apprenticing under her last year,” Sofia replied. “Don’t worry. Perhaps next year, Shade will like you as much as she likes me.”
I shuddered at the thought. “I don’t know if I want to be ‘besties’ with Shade.”
“If you want to join the G-Men after you graduate, you should,” said Sofia. “That’s what I plan to do, work for the government. Quite a lucrative and secure job, from what I hear.”
I shook my head. I couldn’t imagine petty, gossipy Sofia working for the G-Men. Then again, there were a lot of petty, gossipy people in the government already, so maybe she would fit in just fine.
Not that I got a chance to point that out, however, because Sofia suddenly pointed and said, “Look, we’re almost at the Old Library. That’s our destination, yes?”
I looked down the path and saw that Sofia was right. The Old Library—the location on our Watches’ maps—loomed in the early morning hours before us. It looked like a smaller, abandoned version of the original Library, and I couldn’t help but shudder at the sight of it. Last year, I’d nearly gotten killed at the Old Library by a second-year who had been possessed by Parasite. I doubted I’d get killed here, but—
“How are we supposed to go inside?” I said as Sofia and I stopped in front of the doors. “The doors are locked.”
“Then maybe this isn’t the place?” said Sofia. She pulled up the holographic map of the campus on her Team Watch and furrowed her brows. “No, this is definitely the spot where we’re supposed to meet up with Shade. So where is she?”
“Right here,” said Shade, appearing behind Sofia and me suddenly. She wrapped her arms around our shoulders and hugged us close. “So glad you two could make it! And with two minutes to spare. Very punctual. I like that.”
“Huh?” I said. “Where did you—? Oh, never mind. Why did you want us to meet with you here?”
Shade took her arms off our shoulders and stepped forward. Without looking at us, she said, “Why else? To enter the Underground Academy. Duh.”
“But how are we going to enter the Underground Academy?” I said. I looked around. “I don’t see an entrance to the Underground Academy anywhere.”
Shade spun around and pointed at the Old Library itself. “The Old Library has a secret entrance to the Underground Academy.”
“It does?” said Sofia, looking at the Old Library skeptically. “Is the Old Library the only way to enter the Underground Academy?”
Shade shook her head. “Nope. In fact, every single building on the campus has at least one secret entrance to the Underground Academy. The campus was designed so that no matter what building you might find yourself in, you would always be able to find a way to safety. Especially if the Academy ever came under attack.”
“So why the Old Library specifically, then?” I said. “What makes the Old Library’s entrance better than the other entrances?”
“Nothing,” said Shade, “aside from the fact that the Old Library just happens to be one of the very few buildings on campus that no one ever uses. Remember, this is supposed to be a top-secret mission that only we and the highest members of the Academy administration know about. You two didn’t tell anyone about this mission, did you?”
Sofia and I shook our heads in unison. I couldn’t speak for Sofia, but I was being honest. I didn’t tell Barrett the contents of the message I’d received, even though Barrett was right there and he asked about it. Nor did I tell Jake or anyone else that I knew. I’d only told Nisha, and even then kept the exact details vague due to the secret nature of this mission.
“Excellent,” said Shade, clapping her hands together. “Knew I could trust you two. I’ll definitely give you both a favorable SAP report after all is said and done.”
“That’s nice, but why are we even here?” I said. “You told us not to worry about finding Omega Man and leave that job to you and the G-Men. Why the sudden change?”
Shade shrugged. “This is just an initial scouting expedition. I doubt we’ll find Omega Man himself right away. Plus, I need a couple of supers I can count on to have my back in a pinch.”
“But there’s nothing down there, right?” said Sofia. “Other than Omega Man, of course.”
“So you would think,” said Shade, “but if there’s one thing I’ve learned from my years of working for the G-Men, it’s that you let your guard down at your own risk. The Underground Academy is supposed to be empty, but that doesn’t mean that it is.”
I wanted to ask Shade what she meant by that, but then Shade whirled around and said, “But enough of that sunshiny, happy talk. We’ve got an underground school to scout out.”
With that, Shade pushed opened the doors to the Old Library and stepped inside. Sofia and I quickly followed, with Sofia walking ahead of me, but that was fine.
Because I didn’t know what we’d find in the Underground Academy.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Had to admit, when Shade first told me about the Underground Academy, I didn’t believe it really existed. It seemed too fantastical to be real. An entire second campus located underneath the main one? That sounded like something straight out of a science fiction or even fantasy novel. And no one knowing about it other than the faculty? Even less realistic, especially given all of the superpowers that the students had. Someone would have discovered it at some point, right? 
But stepping through the doorway into the Underground Academy itself, I realized that I was very, very wrong.
The Underground Academy was huge, even bigger than I expected. A vaulted ceiling soared overhead, covered with lights that provided some illumination to see by. It allowed me to see tons of buildings that were almost mirror images of the buildings on the surface. There was an Auditorium, dorm buildings, the Library, even the track field and cafeteria … literally, everything was here. I even saw another Omega Man statue—the Omega Sentinel—standing before the entrance to the second Auditorium, looking like a copy of the first one.
The air, however, was staler than on the surface, though still quite breathable. It was also a lot colder here than on the surface, but not enough that I needed a coat.
“Wow,” said Sofia, staring with wide eyes at the Underground Academy. “When you said this place was called the Underground Academy, I didn’t think you were literal.”
“I’m a bit surprised myself,” said Shade, putting her hands on her hips and looking around. “Night Soldier did tell me that it would be an almost exact replica of the surface, but I thought he was exaggerating.”
“He wasn’t,” said an all-too-familiar feminine voice that I wish I didn’t recognize. “And everything is perfectly functional, as you might have guessed from looking at it.”
I looked over to the right to see a fashionably-dressed young woman leaning against what looked like the Academy’s guard booth, although it was empty at the moment. She wore a skintight pink bodysuit, with white mink fur hanging off her shoulders, her face hidden behind a black domino mask. She pushed herself off from the guard booth and began walking toward us, though she didn’t look exactly happy to see us.
“The Fashionista?” I said, looking at the teacher in surprise as she walked toward us. “What are you doing here?”
The Fashionista—the teacher of my Costumes & Names class—glanced at me as she approached. “Didn’t Shade tell you? I’m supposed to be your guide in the Underground Academy so you three don’t get lost.”
I looked at Shade suspiciously. “Shade didn’t mention anything about having a guide.”
“I forgot,” said Shade with a shrug. “And maybe I hoped Night Soldier was just joking when he said he would give us a guide. I really hoped he was because this is official government business—”
“That affects the Academy itself, Shade,” said the Fashionista, cutting off Shade easily. “Just because you are with the government does not mean you have the right to poke around our campus without supervision. Especially if you are bringing some of our students along with you.”
The Fashionista said that while glancing at Sofia and me. Although the Fashionista and I weren’t exactly on the best of terms, I had to admit I took pleasure in seeing her stand up to Shade like that. Guess the Fashionista wasn’t that much of a fan of the government, either.
Shade didn’t look embarrassed by the Fashionista interrupting her like that. She just shrugged again and said, “Whatever. If you want to tag along, you can. Big warning, though: You are probably going to get bored out of your mind really quickly.”
“That’s fine,” the Fashionista replied. “Today is Saturday, which means it’s my day off. So I have plenty of time to help find Omega Man, if that’s okay with you.”
Obviously, it didn’t matter if it was ‘okay’ with Shade or not and Shade seemed to know that. Shade’s hands curled into fists when the Fashionista said that, but she still said, in her usual calm tone, “Sure thing. The more, the merrier, I always say.”
The Fashionista nodded, but still didn’t look entirely convinced that Shade was okay with her being there. Couldn’t blame her. I didn’t think Shade was, in fact, happy with the Fashionista’s presence in our group, which I found suspicious. If all Shade wanted to do was find Omega Man, why would she be so against one of the teachers helping us find him? Maybe the G-Men just didn’t like non-G-Men interfering with their missions.
“So … where do even start?” said Sofia, looking around at our surroundings. “This place is huge.”
“We’re going to split up,” said Shade, clapping her hands together. She nodded at me. “Crafter and I will search the western half of the Underground Academy, while you and the Fashionista will search the eastern half. We’re not going to explore the whole thing today. Just as much of it as we can.”
I bit my lower lip. I didn’t like the idea of being alone with Shade for who-knows-long, but then again, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be alone with the Fashionista, either. Somehow, though, I doubted Shade would listen to me if I told her that.
“Very well,” said the Fashionista. She raised her right wrist, showing her Team Watch. “We’ll keep in touch via our Team Watches. Is your communicator watch synced with the Hectornet?”
“Yep,” said Shade, nodding as she also raised her watch, which looked similar to our Team Watches. “Keep your eyes open for anything suspicious, call for help if you need it, and we’ll meet up here in one hour. Let’s do this.”
We all nodded in agreement and then split up, Shade and I heading west, the Fashionista and Sofia heading east. It boggled my mind to think that an underground chamber could be big enough to have eastern and western sides, but I also couldn’t deny that it did. My map, which updated to show that I was in the Underground Academy, showed me that the Underground Academy was indeed divided by the four cardinal directions, just like the Academy on the surface.
Unlike the normal Academy, however, the Underground Academy was incredibly quiet. Aside from our footsteps, there were no other sounds in the Underground Academy. I was so used to the constant background noise of the normal Academy—students walking and talking, birds chirping in the trees, the wind blowing through the treetops and sending leaves flying everywhere, the occasional explosion from someone misusing their power—that the silence was almost unnerving.
Shade, however, did not seem even remotely bothered by the silence or the stale air. She would just occasionally glance at her watch, which, like mine, had a holographic map of the Underground Academy, whistling softly under her breath like we were talking a casual stroll in the forest. I didn’t recognize the tune, but it sounded old. Probably something from her teenage years. That made sense.
“So …” said Shade, glancing at me as we walked. “What do you think about the G-Men?”
That question took me completely by surprise. I looked at Shade and said, “Um … what?”
“I said, what do you think about the G-Men?” said Shade. “After your apprenticeship with them, I mean.”
I bit my lower lip and looked away from Shade. I wasn’t sure what Shade’s motives were in asking me what I thought about the G-Men. Most likely, she had some ulterior motive behind her seemingly innocuous question. I needed to tread carefully.
“Oh, I dunno,” I said with a shrug. “I guess they seem okay, but I honestly can’t see myself working as a G-Men agent when I graduate.”
“I couldn’t, either, back in the day,” said Shade with a shrug as we passed by a glowing lamppost. “Of course, I joined the G-Men before the Academy was founded, but you know what I mean. I didn’t see myself working for the government at all, but here I am.”
I looked at Shade in surprise. “You mean you haven’t always worked for them?”
Shade chuckled. “Nope. You might find this hard to believe, but we adults were kids once, too. Just like you.”
“I doubt you were just like me,” I said. “I doubt you had to deal with Hernandez’s Disease.”
“True enough,” said Shade, “but I still dealt with a lot of the same things you did when I was your age. Boys, schoolwork, annoying parents … typical teenage girl stuff. Of course, all of that seems really insignificant in comparison to what I have to deal with as an adult, though you’ve already faced quite a few challenges yourself.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” I said dryly. “Not too many teenage girls nearly get murdered by two psychopathic serial killers over two years.”
“True enough,” said Shade, “but I think you would make a good G-Man if you wanted to join. I didn’t just accept your SAP application because you happen to be your dad’s daughter, after all.”
I brushed back a lone strand of hair that had gotten in my face. “Is that what this is all about, then? You just want to make sure I join the G-Men when I graduate?”
“Sure,” said Shade, nodding. “I think you’ve got what it takes. Unless you have other plans, that is.”
I sighed. “Honestly, I’m not sure I want to be a superhero. I like the idea of getting married and being an ordinary wife and mother. Sure, I’ll probably need to get a job to support myself, but I’m just not sure I’m up for the whole ‘save the world’ thing. Not my style.”
Shade shuddered. “Ugh. Marriage and children? Yeah, no. I like having my independence, thank you very much.”
“I dunno,” I said. “It doesn’t seem that bad. Mom seems happy enough with Dad.”
“Whatever,” said Shade. She put a hand on my shoulder, causing me to look at her again. “Point is, regardless of what you think of marriage and children, you’re going to have to do something when you graduate. Why not come work with the G-Men, at least for a little while? Lots of G-Men agents are married and some even have kids. Harrison was.”
I nodded, recalling when Shade told me about Harrison’s surviving family. “Yeah, I guess I could.”
“And like I said, it’s not like you have any other plans,” said Shade with a shrug. “Why not give it a shot?”
Honestly, Shade’s argument was hard to disagree with. I know I always said that I didn’t want to be a superhero, but the truth was I didn’t really know what I wanted to do when I graduated. I had no other career aspirations, either. I just wanted to be ordinary.
Still, I needed to make a decision at some point, whatever that decision might be. I mean, Shade had a point. Maybe I could just go work for the G-Men for a little while. Dad probably wouldn’t be happy about that, given his opinion on the government, but I had to do something and I couldn’t just—
“Down!” Shade shouted, shoving me to the ground.
I landed on the hard pavement with my palms out, which broke the fall somewhat. It was fortunate I did, however, because a moment later a small object flew out of nowhere and nailed Shade in the forehead, causing a yellow cloud of powerless gas to explode in her face. Shade gasped in pain and coughed loudly, staggering away from the rapidly-dissipating powerless gas cloud as quickly as she could.
“Shade?” I said, rising to my feet. “Are you okay? What was—”
The cocking of a gun interrupted me and made me look down the path again … where I saw a single Guardian standing at the end of the path, his gun aimed directly at me.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


I didn’t recognize the Guardian, which didn’t say much because most Guardians looked the same. His metal armor had blue highlights, however, which seemed significant to me, though I didn’t know much about the Guardians to understand what, if anything, the blue highlights meant. He was also a good deal taller than either Shade or me and way more muscular. His smooth faceplate was pitted and scarred, making me think this guy was no newbie. 
Fear shot up inside me when I saw the Guardian. “What the—? What is a Guardian doing here?”
“What does it look like?” said the Guardian in a clear Mexican accent. “Hunting supers.”
The Guardian took aim with his gun again and fired, the sound echoing off the walls of the Underground Academy.
But fortunately, I was fast enough to summon a light wall between me and the Guardian. His powerless pellet slammed into the light wall and exploded, but the gas did not get through.
Thinking fast, I brought down the wall and summoned a huge light spear, which I shot at the Guardian with the force of a cannon. The Guardian, however, ducked into the Gym, disappearing so fast he reminded me of Theo using his teleportation ability. My light spear missed the Guardian entirely and struck the spot where he had been standing, embedding itself in the street before dissipating into light again.
Instead of giving chase to the Guardian, however, I summoned a light barrier around me and Shade. I made it as strong as I could, but unfortunately, there wasn’t enough light here to make a very strong barrier. It should at least keep us safe from the Guardians’ powerless pellets, which was all it needed to do anyway.
I looked at Shade urgently. “How are you feeling? Can you use your powers?”
“I’m fine,” said Shade with a slight cough, “but I can’t use my powers at all. See?”
Shade thrust her arms out toward the shadow of the lamppost next to us, but the shadow didn’t budge. I could tell that Shade was straining to make the shadow do anything, but it continued to ignore her mental commands.
“That’s not good,” I said. “Not good at all.”
“At least you still have your powers,” said Shade, lowering her hands. She glanced up at the barrier and narrowed her eyes. “Granted, I’m not a fan of the lights, but it’s better than nothing. Quick-thinking there.”
I shrugged. “I didn’t know what else to do. I thought about chasing him, but decided that it was safer to stay here. We have no idea if he’s alone or—”
The sound of multiple gunshots going off, plus an unfamiliar scream, interrupted me. Both Shade and I jumped at the abrupt sounds, though when I looked around, I didn’t see the Guardian who had attacked us anywhere.
“Gunshots?” I said. “But I don’t see the Guardian.”
“He’s not alone,” said Shade. She raised her watch, showing me a message from the Fashionista. “Got a message from the Fashionista. She says that she and Sofia are holed up inside the Research Center. Apparently, they’re surrounded by at least four Guardians, maybe more.”
“Four Guardians?” I repeated in horror. “Add that to our guy and that means there are five Guardians down here. Where did they come from?”
“No idea,” said Shade, shaking her head. She tapped her watch rapidly. “I’m sending a message back to HQ calling for backup. About the only thing I can do here, really, until the powerless gas wears off.”
“You mean you didn’t receive powerless training?” I said in surprise. “Sea Sister taught us that on the first day of Combat class.”
“I’m from the generation that thought we were invincible because we had powers,” Shade snapped. “Why are you surprised that my combat tactics are limited to using my shadow to slaughter my enemies?”
“Still seems like an oversight,” I said. “Surely you could hire a trainer to train you and the other super G-Men agents in the Danger Chamber, right?”
“If we survive this,” said Shade. Her watch beeped again and she glanced at it. “Okay, it looks like Hogarth got my message and is scrambling to put together a backup team, but they probably won’t be here for another ten, fifteen, maybe twenty minutes.”
“Twenty minutes?” I repeated in shock. “That seems both really fast and really slow.”
“I’m not the only G-Men agent with a power that lets me cross vast distances with ease,” said Shade. “In any case, our job should be to escape and get to safety.”
“Hold on, what about the Fashionista and Acidfall?” I said. “Shouldn’t we save them, too?”
“If I had my powers, yeah, I would,” said Shade, raising her hands again, “but as you know, I’m kind of useless right now, so our number one priority should be to get out of here. If we can get to the surface, then we can tell the other teachers and send them to save the Fashionista and Acidfall. Fashionista’s message made it sound like she and Acidfall are fine, even if they are surrounded.”
I didn’t like the idea of abandoning Acidfall or the Fashionista one bit. But Shade had a point. While it might take the G-Men a long time to get here, the teachers were much closer and most of them were experienced superheroes anyway. Sea Sister, in particular, could be very useful in this situation.
“All right,” I said. “I’ll see if I can move the barrier with us. I’ve never tried to make a moving barrier before, though, so no idea if it will work.”
“It should,” said Shade. “You can make Constructs now, right? Think of your barrier like another Construct, only not humanoid or even remotely person-like.”
“You know about Constructs?” I said to Shade in surprise.
“Of course I do,” said Shade. “My shadow powers basically let me summon Constructs, too, though they’re a bit different from normal Constructs. In any case, I understand the basic principle behind Constructs, and you do, too, so it should work.”
What Shade said made a lot of sense to me, but I was curious about how her Constructs were different from ‘normal’ Constructs. I suppose now wasn’t the time for a lesson on Construction, though.
I focused on levitating the barrier off the ground just enough to allow it to move. To my satisfaction, the barrier did rise an inch, hovering around us like an oversized umbrella made of light.
“It’s working!” I said excitedly. “I can move it now!”
“Great,” said Shade. “Now let’s move it back the way we came before—”
Without warning, the lights on the ceiling above us turned off. The Underground Academy—or at least our portion of it—was plunged into near-absolute darkness, with the only light present being the light from the nearby lamppost.
Which, unfortunately, was nowhere near enough light for me to make a barrier big enough to protect both of us.
Against my will, the barrier evaporated into nothingness, causing Shade to yell, “What the heck? Raise your barrier again. Raise it now.”
“I can’t,” I said, thrusting my arms into the air. “Without sufficient light, I can’t make strong Constructs. Or any Constructs at all, for that matter.”
“Then we need to run,” said Shade, “now, before he gets—”
A tiny, blinking disk slid across the pavement toward us. Shade and I had just enough time to look at the disk before it exploded right at our feet.
The explosion sent Shade and me flying in opposite directions. My survival instincts kicked in, however, and I managed to summon a soft light bed for me to land on. Of course, I crashed straight through it due to how thin and weak it was, but it did soften the impact of the fall somewhat. Even so, my head spun from the crash and every bone in my body felt jarred.
Shaking my head, I raised it in time to see Shade lying at the foot of the lamppost, possibly unconscious. Her forehead was bleeding and her leather outfit was damaged, but she seemed to be breathing, at least. A column of smoke rose from the spot where the disk had exploded, though it was thinning even as we lay there. Somewhere in the distance, gunfire could be heard, followed by more screams, screams of fear. They also didn’t sound like either Acidfall or the Fashionista. Perhaps they were fighting back.
But I stopped noticing the background noises when our Guardian stepped into the light under the lamppost. He pointed his gun at Shade’s head, only this time I could tell, even from a distance, that that wasn’t merely a powerless gun. It was a normal gun with real bullets, and if I didn’t stop him quick, Shade was going to die.
I thrust out my right hand toward the Guardian. A small light barrier appeared between Shade and the Guardian exactly one second before he fired his gun. The bullet bounced off the weak barrier, causing the Guardian to jump back to avoid getting hit by his own bullet. His expressionless mask turned to look at me, making me think he was going to attack me instead.
But then a heavy boot slammed into my back, forcing me down onto the pavement. Gasping for breath, I looked over my shoulder to see another Guardian, this one with green highlights on his armor, looking down at me without making a sound.
“Another one?” I said in fear. “There are six of you?”
“Yep,” said this Guardian with a thick Southern accent. He aimed his gun at my head. “Now stay still. Your death will be less painful if you don’t resist.”
Trembling, I looked back toward Shade. She was still unconscious, while the other Guardian had resumed pointing his gun at her head. The second Guardian stomping on me had broken my concentration, causing the small barrier I’d created to protect Shade to fade away. Now there was nothing to protect Shade from the first Guardian, whose finger was on the trigger of his gun.
“For the murder of Overkill, I pronounce you guilty,” said the first Guardian, his voice shaking with anger. “And you will not get any last words.”
I wanted to shout for Shade to wake up, to escape, but the words got caught in my throat. What good would they have done, anyway? Shade’s powers were still missing. She couldn’t fight back. Neither could I. And I had a feeling I would be joining her next very soon.
A split second before the first Guardian shot Shade, however, I noticed that the background had gone completely silent.
No gunfire. No screams. Nothing.
Total silence.
Which would have unnerved me if I had bothered to pay attention, but I didn’t have any spare mental power to worry about that right now.
The first Guardian’s finger began to press down on the trigger … when a hand emerged from the darkness and twisted his wrist hard enough that an audible snap echoed through the Underground Academy.
The first Guardian roared in pain, dropping his gun onto the ground. He looked into the darkness for a moment before the figure who had broken his wrist yanked him into the shadows outside of our view.
“Juan!” the second Guardian shouted in horror. “No!”
Juan’s screams of pain echoed against the walls of the Underground Academy, only to be abruptly cut off with the sounds of more bones breaking. A second later, everything was silent once again, save, of course, for the labored breaths of both me and the second Guardian.
But I also thought I smelled blood. And it wasn’t coming from Shade.
The second Guardian, however, wasn’t as paralyzed as I was. He pointed his gun into the shadows and fired three times, but apparently, his bullets didn’t hit anyone because I didn’t hear them hit anything. Or maybe they just didn’t work.
“Crap, crap, crap,” said the second Guardian in a low voice. He tapped the side of his helmet and said, “Team One? Anyone there? Juan is down. I repeat, Juan is—”
Two clawed hands emerged from the shadows behind the second Guardian and wrapped around his neck. The second Guardian didn’t even have time to scream before the hands twisted his neck to the side, an audible snap following. The second Guardian fell over backward onto the ground behind me with a loud thump.
I didn’t stop to look at the now-dead Guardian. Instead, I crawled as quickly as I could toward the lamppost. I crawled over to the unconscious Shade and sat up, getting as close the lamppost as possible. I looked around the shadows on every side, but they were too dark for me to see through.
If you thought I should have been happy for someone to save me, you were dead wrong. I had no idea who had killed the Guardians and whether they were going to come after me next. It reminded me heavily of a horror movie, and what usually happened to teenage girls in horror movies?
The Underground Academy had become silent once more, only now it was as silent as a graveyard. Even so, I didn’t let my guard down. I just wished I could see what was going on around us. My costume lacked night vision goggles, unlike Courtney’s costume, meaning I had to rely on my natural vision to see anything down here.
But then I noticed a flashlight sheathed at Shade’s side, which I quickly grabbed. Due to my fear, I fumbled with turning it on until I found the switch, causing a brilliant beam of light to shine out of the flashlight.
Right into the face of a literal demon straight out of hell.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


I only saw its face for a moment. Long, bloody fangs, short dark hair, skin as gray as a corpse, with brilliant, pupil-less crimson eyes, a pig-like snout. 
But it was enough to make me scream.
Then the demon vanished into the shadows and, a moment later, the lights on the ceiling of the Underground Academy suddenly turned back on. It took my eyes a moment to readjust to the abrupt change in lighting, however, forcing me to blink rapidly before I was able to see clearly again.
My surroundings were mostly the same. There was no evidence of the demon anywhere.
Aside from the bodies of the Guardians.
Lying just a few feet away from us, his neck twisted unnaturally, was the second Guardian, the one who had pinned me to the ground. Behind us, the first Guardian, the one name Juan, was strung up from another lamppost, hanging like a puppet from rope, his head lolling on his chest, his arms above his head in an unnatural position. Blood dripped from his neck down the front of his chest plate onto the ground, making a small puddle of blood beneath him.
The demon, itself, was still missing. I almost didn’t believe it was real.
But no. I’d seen it kill those two Guardians. I saw its face. It was real.
I knew nothing about it other than it existed and had saved me and Shade. Probably without meaning to, but it was impossible to know for sure at this point.
A groan beside me caused me to practically jump out of my costume. Looking to my right, I saw Shade starting to stir. She sat up, rubbing her head as she groaned.
“Ow,” said Shade. “I really need to stop getting thrown around like that. Hey … who turned the lights back—”
Shade abruptly stopped speaking when she saw the dead Guardian lying a few feet away from us. As if on instinct, she looked over her shoulder and spotted Juan as well, hanging from the lamppost like a slab of meat ready to be butchered.
Shade then looked at me. “You didn’t—”
“I didn’t kill them,” I said, holding up my hands. “It was a demon. It killed them before I even knew what was going on.”
“A demon?” said Shade. She cocked her head to the side, looking surprisingly nonchalant. “What did the demon look like?”
Taken by surprise—I’d expected Shade to call me a liar—I said, “Uh, it was really dark and I only saw its face, but it had a pig-like snout, red eyes, and—”
“Ashley!” a familiar male voice called all of a sudden. “Shade! Are you two all right?”
Startled, Shade and I looked down the street see Night Soldier and Sea Sister running toward us. Both had harried expressions on their faces, especially Night Soldier, who looked like he hadn’t gotten any sleep recently. His black ops tactical costume also looked like he had put it on in a hurry, based on the awkward way it was buttoned-up.
“Night Soldier? Sea Sister?” I said, looking at the teachers in surprise as they ran over to us. “What are you two doing here?”
Night Soldier stopped in front of me and Shade. Sea Sister, on the other hand, began inspecting the dead Guardians, which seemed morbid to me, but maybe she just wanted to make sure they were actually dead. I could have told her that, though maybe not given how shaken I was from the fight.
“We got a message from the Fashionista,” said Night Soldier, his voice sounded slightly out of breath. “She said that all four of you were under attack from a group of Guardians. Harden and Dealmaker went to help the Fashionista and Acidfall while Sea Sister and I went to help you guys.”
“Are they all right?” I said. “Acidfall and the Fashionista, that is?”
Night Soldier nodded. “Yes. Last I heard from Harden, the two had been found hiding inside the Research Center … with all of the Guardians who had been besieging the Research Center dead.”
“All of them?” said Shade in disbelief. “But there were four of them. I know the Fashionista is tougher than she looks, but—”
“They weren’t killed by the Fashionista or Acidfall for that matter,” said Night Soldier with a swift shake of his head. He raised his Team Watch. “According to Harden’s last message, Acidfall reported seeing a demon kill the Guardians.”
“A demon?” Shade repeated. She looked at me in surprise. “Crafter, didn’t you say that a demon killed these two as well?”
I nodded, causing Night Soldier to look at me. “Yes. Or something that looked like a demon. I honestly don’t know. It was too dark to get a good look at it. It vanished as soon as the lights turned back on.”
“Which you can thank the Academy Janitorial Squad for doing,” said Night Soldier. “They found out that power to the Underground Academy had been cut off somehow, so they used the Underground’s back-up generator to get power going again. Although with the presence of the Guardians here, I think we now know exactly why the Underground lost power.”
“Yeah, the Guardians cut it,” said Shade. She rubbed her head again. “You guys got here awfully fast. Were you on standby or something?”
Night Soldier shrugged. “I just happened to be near the Old Library when I got the message. Because today is a Saturday, the other teachers were off as well. I didn’t take all of them with me, however. I left some of the teachers on the surface for back-up and to greet any G-Men agents who might show up.”
“You’ll definitely get a lot of my agents,” said Shade. “I sent them a message earlier ordering them to get here. They’ll probably show up any minute now.”
“I see,” said Night Soldier with a nod. Then he looked back at me. “But this demon, do you know what it looked like?”
“I was just telling Shade that,” I said. “And as I said, it was very dark, so I couldn’t see much more than its face. All I know is that it ran away as soon as I screamed.”
“Weird,” said Shade. “A demon that is willing to kill two heavily-armed, well-trained super killers is afraid of a screaming teenage girl? Doesn’t make sense to me.”
“That’s what happened,” I said. “If you don’t believe me, fine, but at least believe in the demon itself.”
Night Soldier, oddly, looked a lot less skeptical than Shade. In fact, he almost looked relieved for some reason. Maybe he was just relieved that Shade and I were still alive. Made sense. Night Soldier cared a lot about his students, after all. I couldn’t imagine how frightened he must have felt when he heard we were in danger.
“Well, in any case, the good thing is that you two are still alive,” said Night Soldier. He glanced at the bodies of the Guardians. “I cannot, however, say the same for those two. Or their four friends.”
“Same here,” said Sea Sister, suddenly turning up next to Night Soldier. “I checked. They are both definitely dead. And by the looks of it, I’d say they died very quickly, maybe even instantly. Well, the second one, anyway. The first one’s death might have been dragged out a little.”
Sea Sister’s description of how those two Guardians died reminded me of Juan’s screams of anguish and the second Guardian’s instant death by neck-breaking. I shuddered at the memories, especially because it hadn’t been even an hour ago.
Night Soldier looked at me and Shade again. “Do you know how the Guardians got in here?”
“Nope,” said Shade with a sigh. “That’s one of the reasons I wish that ‘demon’ didn’t kill them. Then we could have interrogated them and found out exactly how they got in here.”
“But why were the Guardians here at all?” said Sea Sister. “I thought Overkill was dead. Did they say who they were working for?”
“No, they didn’t,” I said, shaking my head. “Of course, they didn’t say a whole lot, but—”
“They were probably members of a cell that split away from the main organization,” said Shade as she stood up and dusted off her pants. “Ever since Overkill’s death, the Guardians of Humanity have been wracked by infighting. Wouldn’t surprise me if these guys belonged to a cell that somehow learned of the Underground Academy and Omega Man’s connection to it. They were probably looking for him themselves, now that I think about it.”
“Regardless, this is a huge security issue for the Academy,” said Sea Sister. She looked at the dead Guardians with disgust. “In the Academy’s entire history, no Guardian has ever set foot on campus. So having six show up at once and nearly kill a couple of our students and one of our teachers … there are no words.”
“There are many words one could say, Sea Sister, and not one of them good,” said Night Soldier. He rubbed his forehead and yawned. “We’ll have to keep this a secret from the students.”
“Wait, why?” I said, staring up at Night Soldier in alarm. “Shouldn’t they know that the Guardians have managed to break into the Academy?”
“And for what purpose?” said Night Soldier, returning the stare. “To scare them for no good reason? Remember, most of the students don’t even know that the Underground exists. Much less that the Guardians also know about and can somehow access it.”
“Night Soldier is correct,” said Shade with a nod. “If this information became public, it would cause unnecessary panic and make it that much harder to find Omega Man and stop the Guardians.”
“So I’m afraid, Ashley, that you and Sofia will need to keep this a secret for now,” said Night Soldier. “You two will still need to visit the Clinic to get yourselves checked on, but you must keep what happened down here to yourself. Okay?”
I bit my lower lip. While I was hardly in the mood to relive what just happened down here, I also didn’t like the idea of keeping my fellow students in the dark about it. This wasn’t just some kind of embarrassing or inconvenient secret that might embarrass everyone involved but was ultimately harmless. This was a security breach on par with Parasite’s attack on the Academy last year, if not even worse. I wasn’t sure how Night Soldier expected me to keep my mouth shut.
On the other hand, Shade had a point that the students and their parents would panic if they knew that the Guardians had gotten access to the Academy. Granted, the Guardians only had access to the Underground, but given how Night Soldier had already told us that every single building in the Academy was connected to the Underground … I shuddered. We were lucky that the Guardians were currently disorganized because if they were united under one leader now, the Academy really would be in danger.
But mostly, I wondered what that demon was. I had seen it with my own eyes. It wasn’t a hallucination, a dream, or an illusion. That thing was real, as real as me. And Night Soldier seemed to know what it was, based on his reaction, though I couldn’t guess why he wouldn’t just tell me. Maybe he didn’t want to worry me too much.
So I nodded and said, “All right. I’ll keep this a secret from everyone. But I hope you guys make sure the Guardians can’t get into the Underground again.”
“Don’t worry,” said Night Soldier, giving me the thumbs up. “We’ll definitely double-down on security. Right, Shade?”
“Of course,” said Shade. “The G-Men will help keep the school safe and secure, too. That’s what we’re here for, after all.”
“Good to know,” said Night Soldier. He looked at Sea Sister. “Sea Sister, take Shade and Ashley back to the surface. I’m going to look around and see if I can find which entrance the Guardians used to get into the Underground.”
Sea Sister bowed respectfully. “Yes, Headmaster. Shade, Ashley, come with me. We’re going to the Clinic.”
I didn’t argue with that. I rose to my feet and Shade and I followed Sea Sister back to the entrance. As we walked, I looked over my shoulder to see Night Soldier kneeling before the dead second Guardian, apparently studying its corpse for some reason. I couldn’t imagine getting that close to a corpse like that, but I guess Night Soldier had a stronger gut reaction than me.
But as we walked, a question popped into my mind that I realized I had forgotten to ask Night Soldier:
If he had found out about the Fashionista and Acidfall’s predicament from them, who told him about our situation? Or where to find us?




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


I did not get the answer to either of those two questions. Mostly because by the time we returned to the surface, I’d forgotten all about them. 
Sea Sister took Shade and me directly to the Clinic, where Irma looked us over. She didn’t have to do much, honestly. Shade suffered the worst injuries between the two of us, but even she was still well enough to shadow-travel back to HQ in D.C. Shade said she would go see her doctor at the G-Men’s Hospital, while Irma worked her magic on me, giving me some pain pills and putting some band-aids on a few scratches.
Before Shade left, however, she promised me that she would send an entire team of G-Men agents to help secure the Underground. She said she would remain in contact with Night Soldier, but that she would likely not get directly involved in this mission anymore. She also informed me that my apprenticeship with her was still in effect, which seemed like a useless thing to tell me because I certainly wasn’t planning to go anywhere anytime soon.
Although I didn’t suffer too many injuries, Irma insisted that I spend the night in the Clinic. She put me up in the same room as Sofia, who, like me, had escaped the battle relatively unscathed, although she did have a bruised eye. I didn’t relish the idea of spending the night in the same room as Sofia, but Irma wouldn’t listen to my objections to the contrary, so I was forced to stay in my bed.
“And I don’t want you two fighting or arguing with each other, you hear?” said Irma as she walked out of the room. “Both of you have just been through some pretty traumatic experiences. You need rest and relaxation and I won’t let anyone disturb it. Even if the President of the United States herself came knocking, I wouldn’t let her in.”
Irma did not give either of us a chance to respond to that before she slammed the door shut. It even sounded like she locked it, though I hoped that was just my imagination. It was one thing to sleep in the same room as Sofia. It was another thing entirely to be locked in the same room as she was.
But we didn’t have a choice either way. Although I may have suffered very few physical injuries, the adrenaline from the fight in the Underground was starting to wear off. I was now very aware of the pain in my body, especially in my back where the Guardian had pinned me to the ground with his boot. His boot must have been heavier than I realized because my back hurt pretty badly.
Sighing, I leaned back in my bed and glanced at my Team Watch. It was still fairly early in the afternoon, but I suspected I would be going to sleep soon anyway. I was tired from nearly getting murdered again and I didn’t have anything better to do anyway.
But I didn’t get a chance to close my eyes before Sofia, who was also still awake, said, “I don’t like this.”
I looked at Sofia. She sat upright in her own bed, wearing a white patient’s gown similar to mine, her hazel hair hanging loosely around her shoulders. With her arms folded in front of her chest and a scowl on her lips, Sofia did not look pleased, to say the least.
“What?” I said. “The fact that the Guardians have figured out how to break into the Academy or the fact that we have to stay in the Clinic against our wills?”
“I’m not talking about either,” said Sofia, shaking her head, “although both of those things suck, too. No, I’m talking about the fact that every time I go out on a mission with you, it usually ends with both of us needing medical attention.”
“It’s not my fault we keep running into the Guardians,” I said. “Blame the Guardians and their fanatical devotion to destroying all supers, not me.”
Sofia glared at me. “On my apprenticeship last year, I never had to go to the hospital or get my injuries treated. Ever since Shade picked you as one of her apprentices, however, it feels like I need medical attention all the time.”
“I didn’t choose Shade as my mentor,” I said. “To tell you the truth, I would have picked almost any other superhero in the world to apprentice under if I had the choice.”
“Yes, I’m sure you would,” said Sofia in a voice that told me she didn’t believe a word I said. “I just don’t see why Shade chose you. I normally have a lot of respect for her, but you have to be her worst decision yet.”
I snorted. “You’re not much of a pick yourself, Sofia. Or do I need to remind you how useful you have been on the last couple of missions that we’ve gone on together?”
“Only because I don’t have a lot of experience fighting Guardians,” Sofia shot back. “Most supers don’t, you know. That’s why they are considered so dangerous.”
“Well, we’ve fought them twice so far and survived,” I said. “And if I remember correctly, we only survived the first one because of my barrier.”
“Yet your barrier wouldn’t have existed if I hadn’t shot out the lights and made the room dark,” Sofia pointed out. “You do realize how pathetic you sound when you take sole credit for something we did as a team, yes?”
I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. It’s not like there’s anything either of us can do about it. If the Guardians know how to enter the Academy, then we’re all in danger. But sure. Keep sniping at me. That’s very productive.”
Sofia sighed in frustration and looked away. “More productive than arguing with my parents, anyway.”
I looked at Sofia in confusion. “Your parents? What do they have to do with any of this?”
Sofia sighed again. She looked like she really didn’t want to talk, but I guess she must have realized that neither of us was going anywhere anytime soon, because she said, “They are going to pull me out of the Academy if I keep endangering myself like this.”
I tilted my head to the side. “They are? Why?”
Sofia leaned back against her pillow, staring up at the ceiling. “It’s not really any of your business why—”
“It’s not like we have anything better to do,” I said. “Plus, I’m good at keeping secrets. If it’s something private, it will be safe with me. That, I can guarantee you.”
Sofia put a hand on her forehead. She looked like she was internally debating with herself about what she should say next, but then she finally said, “Do you know who my parents are?”
“Sure,” I said, nodding. “Your dad is Geoff ‘Strike’ Rogers, while your mom is Stacy ‘Dizzy’ Rogers. They’re superheroes like my parents, except they work for the INJ rather than the NHA.”
Sofia nodded, still without looking at me. “That’s true. But they’re also very, very protective of me because I’m their only daughter.”
“My parents are pretty protective of me as well,” I said. “That’s just how parents are.”
Sofia looked at me this time, a frown on her face. “My parents aren’t just protective of me. They go above and beyond normal protective parenting. It’s hard to describe because you’ve got a couple of siblings while I have none. If you saw it, you would understand what I’m getting at.”
My first impulse was to argue with Sofia about that, but I didn’t let myself get off-topic. Besides, Sofia seemed unusually serious and genuine at the moment. This was a sharp contrast to her normal snide and petty personality. It meant she really was opening up to me, which seemed really weird when I thought about it.
Sofia looked up at the ceiling again as if lost in thought. “When the Parasite attack happened last year, my parents very nearly pulled me out of the Academy entirely. It was only after I told them that you and I were friends and that you would keep me safe that they decided to let me complete my third-year at the Academy. And even then, they were really reluctant about it.”
“Wait, you told your parents that we’re friends?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “That’s the biggest lie I’ve ever heard, including the time Jake tried to blame our broken cookie jar on the dog … after Mom and Dad both saw him break it.”
Sofia rubbed her forehead again and looked a little embarrassed. “I know that. You know that. But my parents—and yours, too, probably—don’t.”
“What do you mean?” I said. “Don’t you ever talk to your parents about your friends?”
“I do,” said Sofia. “Sort of.”
“Sort of? What do you mean by that?”
“I mean that my parents and I … don’t always talk as much as we should,” said Sofia. “Don’t get me wrong. We do talk sometimes, but given how both of my parents are full-time superheroes while I’m a full-time student at the Academy, it means we don’t talk to each other as often as possible. Nor do my parents pay much attention to what is going on in the Academy unless it’s something like the Parasite situation.”
I was starting to understand Sofia’s point. “I think I see what you’re getting at. Because your parents don’t know what is actually going on in the Academy, you can basically tell them whatever you want and they’ll believe it.”
Sofia winced. “You don’t have to be so blunt. But yes, that’s generally accurate. They have no way of verifying anything I tell them, which means they basically have to take my word for it.”
“But why do you have to lie to them about our friendship?” I said. “Did it ever occur to you what might happen if your parents found out that we weren’t friends?”
“It’s because I didn’t want to disappoint my parents,” said Sofia. “When my parents heard from your parents that you and your brother were going to be attending the Academy, they were really excited. They told me that they couldn’t wait to see you and me become friends and that they were looking forward to our families getting closer to each other even outside of school. Which was … awkward, to put it mildly.”
“And wrong,” I said, “seeing as we’re like, the exact opposite of friends here.”
“Again, I know,” said Sofia. “But I couldn’t stand letting my parents down, so I let them think what they wanted to think. So when I called my dad after meeting you and he asked me if we were friends yet, I said yes, and have been keeping up the charade ever since.”
My frown deepened considerably when Sofia finished her story. It sounded too unbelievable to me, but at the same time, Sofia looked and sounded more genuine than she usually was. She even sounded legitimately ashamed of her lie, which would be odd if she was lying to me.
And, despite my low opinion of her, I had to admit I could see where she was coming from. While I obviously didn’t lie to my parents about my friends, I could tell that Sofia actually did want to please her parents, which was weird because Sofia never struck me as a people-pleaser.
But what did I know about Sofia, really? Not much, seeing as we didn’t spend much time together, and what little time we did spend together we spent snarking and sniping at each other.
As a matter of fact, this was the first conversation I could recall having with her since I started attending the Academy. That seemed slightly odd to me, though it made more sense when you considered how badly we got along during our first meeting.
“Anyway,” said Sofia, “the point is that my parents almost pulled me out last year and the only reason they haven’t is that they think we’re friends. They seemed to think that you are better equipped to protect the Academy than I am.”
There was more than a hint of jealousy in Sofia’s tone when she said that. Not that I could blame her. Sofia’s parents were basically saying that they thought she was less competent than a second-year, probably unintentionally so. I could see why that might upset her. It would upset me, too, if our situations were reversed.
“I see,” I said slowly. “I’m still not sure we’re exactly friends, but I get where you’re coming from. I didn’t realize you had your own struggles to deal with.”
“Of course I do,” said Sofia, glaring at me. “Everyone does. Did it take you that long just to figure that out?”
I bit my lower lip. “No. It’s just … well, we really don’t know each other that well, so how was I supposed to know about your troubles at home?”
Sofia opened and closed her mouth several times before closing it completely. She looked totally stumped by my question, which I did feel a little happy about, even though I wasn’t trying to trip her up. It was just a legitimate question on my part, one that was perfectly logical to bring up. It wasn’t like Sofia knew about my struggles, either, especially with my condition.
“No,” said Sofia finally. “I … guess you’re right. We never talk, so we never get to know each other.”
I nodded and hesitated. “So … do you want to talk now? Seeing as we have nothing better to do?”
Sofia sighed, but nodded and said, “I guess. So what kind of movies do you like?”
“Fantasy,” I replied promptly. “You?”
“Horror,” Sofia said. She smiled. “The bloodier, the better.”
I opened my mouth to answer, only for my Team Watch to beep once again. Looking down at my watch, I saw that it was a message from Night Soldier with the subject line ‘INTRASCHOOL ACADEMY COMPETITION SEMIFINALS DETAILS.’
“Oh,” I said, “Night Soldier just messaged me with the details about the upcoming match in the Competition. Let’s see what it says.”
I opened the message and immediately began reading it. It was not very long, so it didn’t take me a long time to read. Yet I couldn’t believe what I read, forcing me to read it again and again just to make sure I didn’t miss anything.
No, I did not. The message read as thus:
COMPETITORS
The Intraschool Academy Competition Semifinals will be in the Mecha Knight Stadium the day before spring break. Rather than being a battle between the three remaining Champions, however, it will be a three-way race and whoever comes in last place will be eliminated, while first and second place will go on to the Finals. More details will be revealed at the race itself.
Thanks,
Roger ‘Night Soldier’ Tanaka, Headmaster of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans
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To say that I was surprised was an understatement. A race? That came out of nowhere. And only first and second place would go onto the Finals, while third place would apparently be eliminated outright? 
Granted, it was more elegant than having a three-way brawl among the Champions, but it was still really weird. And unfair. Theo would obviously win any race he participated in. Not because he was faster than me or Sean, but because his teleportation power let him cross great distances in a short amount of time. Perhaps I should wait to see what the details would be, but at first glance, it didn’t sound very fair to me.
Still, at least now I knew what to expect. After I got out of the Clinic the next day, I went straight back to training with Nisha. In keeping with Night Soldier’s orders about not telling anyone about what happened in the Underground Academy, I only told Nisha that I had simply spent the weekend in D.C. helping Shade round up a few Guardians who were roaming the streets. It was obviously a lie, but Nisha apparently did not think to question it.
Then again, that may have been because Nisha started pushing me harder than ever. With the details of the next match now known to us, Nisha’s training intensified. She forced me to keep learning how to move in my Light Armor, a task which I was starting to make progress in. Even so, it was still hard for me to do, especially with Markus and occasionally Nisha herself stepping in to give me a beating.
But I didn’t mind. I liked training with Nisha. I especially liked seeing my control over my powers increase. My Combat class grades also rose, which Sea Sister even took the time to comment to me once. And the new Super Pill was still working really well, leaving me feel almost completely painless even after prolonged usage of my powers.
Most surprising of all, however, was my relationship with Sofia: We were kind of sort of almost friends.
Okay, I know that’s a bit of a mouthful, but I didn’t know how else to describe it. Our conversation in the Clinic went on for a surprisingly long time. I got to learn all about what she liked and thought and vice versa. We talked a bit about our family lives and even gossiped about some of the Team Justice boys a little bit, too. I was honestly surprised at how much Sofia and I had in common. It made me wonder why we didn’t talk before.
Well, that was a rhetorical question. I knew the reason why we didn’t talk before. It was because Sofia had deliberately tried to ruin my life last year with those false rumors about my condition, which Sofia actually apologized for, to my shock.
But I didn’t tell her about my condition. Even though Sofia was a lot nicer than I thought she was, I didn’t trust her with that information just yet. Given how Sofia had grown up in the superhuman community, she probably had all the same prejudices toward people like me that most supers did. The only people I trusted with that information were friends, family, and school administration and government officials. Otherwise, it was not information I gave out freely.
Hence the ‘kind of sort of almost’ part before. I liked her a lot better now than I did before we talked, but we still weren’t real friends yet. Not like Barrett or … or Courtney, I guess, if I even still considered her a friend, which I wasn’t sure I did.
After we were released from the Clinic, Sofia and I went back to hanging out with our respective friend groups. Yet that did not change the fact that a lot had changed between us, and for the better. I couldn’t be sure if I would ever see Sofia as a real friend and I was skeptical she saw me as one, but at least we didn’t hate each other now.
Speaking of the Guardians, I didn’t hear anything else from Shade, Night Soldier, or anyone else about the Underground Academy. I did, however, receive a notice the next day from the school administration informing us that the G-Men would be coming to visit the Academy. Supposedly, they were going to ‘secure’ the campus from random Guardian groups, especially Bloodbath’s group, who had made a public threat to the Academy last week. The G-Men would be working with the Academy administration to protect the students and faculty from potential Guardian attacks.
That’s what the message said, but I knew what the G-Men were really going to do. They were going to enter the Underground Academy, where they would look for the way that the Guardians had used to enter the Underground without anyone knowing. They would also be searching for Omega Man, who they still believed was somewhere in the Underground.
The presence of over a dozen G-Men agents on campus got the rumor mill going, especially when they showed up in-person a week later. A dozen G-Men agents, led by Shade herself, appeared near the Old Library about a week after our fight with the Guardians. I saw them because they showed up just after breakfast when the other students and I were heading out to our first classes of the day. Shade and Night Soldier had a brief discussion near the Old Library before Shade scattered the agents, sending them every which way, supposedly to ‘patrol’ the campus, even though none of us ever saw them on patrol.
I, of course, was well aware of what the G-Men were actually patrolling, but my classmates weren’t. As a result, I heard all sorts of crazy rumors about what the G-Men were actually doing here in the Academy. None of them were true, of course, but I didn’t correct any of them. I still remembered what Night Soldier told me about keeping the G-Men’s real reasons for coming to the Academy a secret. Had to admit that I was still pretty bothered by that, but it wasn’t like I had any choice.
Besides, the presence of the G-Men was easy to ignore. My focus quickly fixed on my studies and training, right up until the day of spring break and the day of the race …
-
Saturday, March 21st, 7:45 AM, 2037 …
The roar of the crowd was deafening as I stepped out of the locker room, holding my hand up to my eyes to protect my vision from the glaring spotlights above. The combination of the screaming crowd and the bright lights was slightly disorienting, especially after spending so much time in the locker room. The smell of dust and grass didn’t help matters much, nor did the increase in temperature from the cool of the locker room to the warmth of the Stadium.
Nisha, who walked out with me, waved happily at the crowds. “Wow, Ash, it looks like your fan club has really grown! I’d estimate that at least a third of the crowd is rooting for you, and not all of them are even Team Justice. See?”
Looking into the cheering crowds, it was obvious that Nisha was right. A huge number of the students were chanting my name. Team Justice made up the bulk, but members from Team Action and Team Cape could be seen cheering me on as well.
But I wasn’t the only Champion with fans in the audience. Teams Secret and Power, of course, were all in on Theo and Sean. Team Secret, in particular, was going nuts, hollering and hooting while raising up signs that said such nice things like ‘SMASH ‘EM, THEO!’ and ‘TEAM SECRET #1!’ and my personal favorite, ‘NO MERCY, EVEN TO FAMILY.’ They were surprisingly brutal slogans, to the point where I wasn’t sure why Night Soldier allowed them. Then again, when I looked up at the teachers’ box, Night Soldier was deep in conversation with Harden about something, so maybe he just didn’t notice them.
I spotted the other two Champions easily enough. Theo stood off several feet to my right, waving and even blowing kisses at the audience. He paid no attention to me, but then, neither did his mentor, Reagan ‘Explosion Fist’ Almond. Although Reagan was a fourth-year, she was actually shorter than Theo, if that was possible. She had short black hair and wore thick glasses that reminded me heavily of a scientist. She looked far more reserved than Theo, her arms folded in front of her chest and frowning at Theo. Perhaps she wasn’t impressed with his pandering to his fans.
A few feet off to Theo’s right stood Sean Gonzales. Unlike Theo, Sean—a tall, buff third-year wearing a simple red-and-white variation of the Academy uniform—was doing push-ups for some reason, while his mentor, Frederick ‘Basket Fall’ Jonas, stood above him, yelling at him to try harder. That seemed to fit with what I knew about Team Power, though. Basket Fall was well-known for his strict training regiment, evidence by his own extremely buff body. Team Power, in general, was all about getting stronger, both physically and mentally. I wondered if Sean would be too tired out from his pre-match workouts to win the race, but decided not to underestimate him. Team Power, naturally, was going crazy for Sean, though their chants and slogans were thankfully not as violent as Team Secret’s.
I considered Theo more of a threat than Sean, however. Theo’s teleportation powers meant that he was probably going to win this match. The Stadium field was wide-open, after all. Oddly, however, there was no finish line, which seemed weird to me, but whatever. The administration had been extremely quiet on the details of the Tournament, even more quiet than the details of what the G-Men were doing in the Underground, so none of us had any idea what to expect.
Even so, I had to do my best. I already had a plan to use my light Constructs to slow down Theo. His teleportation powers, I knew, didn’t work if something was blocking his vision. If I timed it right, I could take him out right as the match started, which would leave me and Sean as the only two competitors. Sean’s powers—the ability to basically hulk out—weren’t quite useful for racing, but would still put him ahead of me if I wasn’t careful.
My thoughts were interrupted when Night Soldier’s hologram suddenly appeared in the air overhead, right in the middle of the Stadium field where everyone could see it. Night Soldier’s abrupt appearance, as usual, silenced even Theo’s fans, causing everyone in the Stadium to look at his holographic form with interest and curiosity.
“Welcome, Champions and students, to the Semifinals of the Competition!” Night Soldier said, his voice magnified by the huge speakers hanging from the ceiling of the Stadium. He spread his arms wide to indicate me, Theo, and Sean. “Thus far, the Academy Board has been extremely pleased with how the Competition has turned out. It has increased camaraderie among the students, especially in the Teams, and kept the school’s spirits up even in these dark times. And we are now down to three students: Ashley ‘Crafter’ Jason of Team Justice, Theodore ‘Steps’ Jason of Team Secret, and Sean ‘Ogre’ Gonzales of Team Power!”
Students from each Team cheered when their respective Champion was named. I saw Barrett and Sofia cheering me on in the Team Justice section of the seating, but Jake was in the Team Powers section cheering on Sean. I was okay with that, though, because Jake had already told me he was obligated to support Sean due to being in the same Team as him. He did say he would support me if I won this match, though.
I was more annoyed by the fact that Courtney was apparently not here. I didn’t see her among the other Team Justice students, so I assumed she was still at the Team Justice dorm, probably sulking and jealous.
But I didn’t actually care. Really, I didn’t. If that was Courtney’s true character, then so be it. I didn’t need her. Nope. I had other friends I could rely on who would actually be happy about my success and didn’t get insanely jealous for no reason. I wasn’t even remotely hurt or upset. Nope. Not one bit.
“And now, we are ready to move onto the Semifinals,” Night Soldier continued. “I call this match the Great Race. To sum it up, the three Champions will race across the Stadium to the finish line on the other end. First and second place winners will go on to face each other in the Finals, while the third place winner will be eliminated from the Competition entirely.”
I nodded. Everyone knew that already, but I guess Night Soldier had to go over the concept again just to keep everyone on the same page.
Then Night Soldier smiled. “Until today, however, we’ve kept the exact details of the Great Race under wraps. Now, however, I’m pleased to announce the full details of the Great Race, which might … subvert your expectations, to put it lightly.”
Night Soldier snapped his fingers and the ground began to rumble under our feet. In fact, the ground rumbled so badly that I thought it was an earthquake. Students began shouting in surprise and even fear. Even we Champions were surprised and taken aback by this shaking, though we managed to avoid falling over, at least.
That was when the ground started to open up. The ground split in the middle and began pulling apart, disappearing under the stands on either side. As the ground separated, something from within began to rise. It was hard to tell what it was, though it looked like a structure made of some kind of black metal. But the higher it rose, the clearer it became, until soon the metal structure rose fully from the ground and came to a stop.
Even then, it was hard to tell what it was. Three entrances—one for me, Theo, and Sean—stood open before us, showing dark, twisting hallways. The roof was open, though the slight shimmer told me that it was covered by some kind of energy barrier. The structure took up nearly the entirety of the Stadium field, leaving only our spot untouched.
Night Soldier once again spread his arms. “Behold, Champions of the Academy, your true opponent in this match: The Champion’s Maze!”
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The audience hurled hundreds of questions at Night Soldier at once, their combined voices even more disorienting than usual. I couldn’t blame them. I had a million questions, too, like where the heck this ‘Champion’s Maze’ had come from or who built it. Even Theo looked totally surprised by the appearance of the Maze. Sean, though, looked pretty stoic, even though his mentor, Fred, was now rubbing his hands together pretty anxiously. 
Night Soldier, however, clapped his hands, the sound even more deafening than the screams of the audience, causing everyone to go silent. “Everyone, please calm down. I will explain everything in short order. You simply need to be patient.”
Night Soldier gestured at the Maze underneath him. “As I just said, this is the Champion’s Maze. It’s a specially-designed maze made entirely of Indestructonium. It was designed out of such material to ensure that none of the Champions could use their powers to brute-force their way to the end. As well, the high walls and barrier ceiling mean you can’t simply climb over the walls for a shortcut, though it does let the audience monitor the progress of each Champion. To win, you will have to navigate the Champion’s Maze to reach the end.”
Despite my shock, I smiled. I had been really worried that Theo would just be able to use his teleportation powers to win the Great Race instantly, but it sounded to me like the Great Maze was designed at least partly to address that issue. The annoyed look on Theo’s face was all I needed to know that Theo perfectly understood that fact, too. Good. Theo would just need to work like the rest of us mortals.
“There are, however, a few rules governing the Champions’ behavior,” said Night Soldier. He raised his fingers. “First, while usage of powers is allowed and even encouraged, killing or maiming is not. There’s nothing wrong with using your powers to sabotage the efforts of the other Champions, although I must warn you that there will be little direct interaction between the Champions in this match due to the design of the Maze.
“Second, a one-hour timer will begin as soon as all three Champions enter the Maze. If the timer runs out before any of the Champions get out, the match will end and the winner will be declared based on their proximity to the exit. You can always consult your Team Watches if you want to know how much time you have left.
“And thirdly, once you enter the Maze, you cannot leave it. You must either work your way to the end or wait until the timer runs out. The exception is if a Champion becomes critically injured or endangered while inside the Maze, but steps have been taken to ensure the safety of all Champions in the Maze. It will not, however, be a walk in the park, regardless of your powers or experience. Also, although the audience will be able to see your progress, the Maze is soundproof, so you won’t be able to hear anything from the outside. This is to prevent the crowd from distracting you during the Race.”
I bit my lower lip, but truthfully, I wasn’t worried about not being able to leave the Maze. I’d already expected that as soon as Night Soldier showed us the Maze.
The timer, however, worried me a lot more. The Maze didn’t look very big or complex from the outside, but who knew what kind of challenges Night Soldier had set up for us in there? If he was telling the truth, the Maze would probably have all sorts of challenges for us to deal with. And that didn’t even take into account any interactions between the Champions. If I got stuck fighting Theo or Sean, that would waste precious time I needed to win the Semifinals.
Night Soldier folded his arms behind us back. “Now, all three Champions must enter the Maze. You will all start at different points and take different paths to the end, but know that your path may occasionally intersect with another Champion’s path, so be prepared for your opponents.”
Nisha patted me on the shoulder reassuringly one last time before I stepped into the Maze. Theo and Sean also walked into their entrances, but that was the last I saw of them. When I entered the Maze, a solid metal wall rose up from the floor behind me, closing off the entrance and blocking off the closest exit to me.
But I could still see Night Soldier in the air overhead, who, with his arms folded behind his back, looked almost like a god. He turned his attention to the Great Maze itself, looking down at me and probably Theo and Sean as well.
“All right,” said Night Soldier. “On the count of three, the Great Race will officially begin. One … two … three!”
As soon as Night Soldier said ‘three,’ his holographic form disappeared. A beep caused me to look down at my Team Watch’s screen, showing me a notification from Night Soldier himself. I tapped the notification and a holographic timer popped out of the Watch’s face. It showed that I had exactly one hour left, but it was rapidly counting down already. Half a minute passed before I dismissed the holographic timer and looked at my surroundings again.
It was eerily quiet in here. Aside from my breathing, I heard nothing else in the Maze. I didn’t even hear the roaring of the crowd, even though I knew that everyone was cheering us on. Night Soldier wasn’t kidding when he said the Maze was soundproof. They could probably drop a nuke on the campus and I wouldn’t even hear it in here.
The Maze wasn’t as dark as I expected, mostly due to the clear ceiling letting in light from the Stadium’s lighting. That was good. It meant I had a steady source of light to work with. Unfortunately, the Stadium lighting—already weaker than sunlight due to its artificial nature—was slightly dimmed by the energy barrier above, meaning that any Constructs I summoned would automatically be weaker than normal. Granted, I was far from powerless, but it did mean I’d have to be careful, especially if I ran into Theo or Sean.
But no point in sitting here thinking about it. I needed to start moving. Theo and Sean were likely already on the move and I needed to be, too.
So I began walking down the hallway, turning to the right when I reached the end of the hallway. My footsteps echoed softly off the metal floor, but again, that was about all I could hear in here. Due to how high the walls were, I couldn’t even see the audience, despite the ceiling being as clear as air. That was probably a good thing. I didn’t need the audience to distract me with their cheers or boos. That was part of the reason my first match had been hard, so this actually made things easier for me.
‘Easier,’ however, was not the same as ‘easy.’ The Champion’s Maze, despite being small enough to fit inside the Stadium, was far more complex and confusing than I thought. I regularly stumbled upon forks, split hallways, and more than once found myself walking in circles when I thought I was making progress. It didn’t help that everything was painted the exact same shade of gunmetal gray as everything else. The walls and floor all looked exactly the same, with no markers or indicators to help me figure out where I was. And obviously, I didn’t have a map of the place to help me navigate it, either, which made things even harder for me.
That was why I was getting frustrated. I had no idea if I was getting closer to or farther from the end of the Maze. For all I knew, the end might be just around the corner or it might be on the other side of the Maze.
That thought caused me to come to a stop outright about ten minutes into the Great Race. Yes, I knew I was working under a time limit, but wandering around aimlessly wasn’t working for me. I needed to come up with a plan to get out of here. If that meant sacrificing a few minutes now, then so be it. Sometimes you needed to make short-term sacrifices for long-term gain. That’s another lesson that Dad always taught me.
What I needed to do was figure out the Maze’s layout. There must be some secret to finding the exit that I was simply unaware of.
But what was it? There were no arrows on the floor pointing me in the right direction. Everything looked the same. I normally had a pretty good sense of direction, but the absolute sameness of everything meant that my sense of direction was messed up. I had no idea which way was north, south, west, or east. Heck, I wouldn’t even have known up from down if not for the clear ceiling above letting me see the lights overhead. It was truly disorienting.
What I needed to do was make things look different. I needed to know if I’d been in a particular spot in the Maze or not. I also needed to know what direction to go in. The finish line was somewhere on the northern end of the Stadium. Therefore, I needed to figure out which way was north and make sure I kept going in that direction.
An idea popped into my mind: Why not make my own markers?
True, I didn’t bring any paintbrushes or stickers with me, but maybe I didn’t need that stuff. I wonder …
I thrust my hand out on the floor. An arrow made of light suddenly appeared, glowing faintly against the dark floor. I didn’t put too much power into it—just enough to keep it active—but I decided to cut off the power entirely.
So I stopped feeding light energy into the arrow … and it stayed active.
A triumphant smile spread across my face when I saw that. Yes. That was exactly what I had hoped for. What I’d just done was create a Construct that could sustain itself without needing my direct and conscious intervention. I’d never even tried something like that before, although Nisha had told me it was possible. She said that learning how to make self-sustaining Constructs was a fourth-year skill, though, which was why she hadn’t taught it to me yet.
Granted, the marker I’d made was simple and small as far as Constructs go. I doubted, for example, that I could make a Construct as complicated as Arthur self-sustaining just yet. But as long as I could make these simple Constructs, it should help me find my way around here. Combined with the compass app on my Team Watch, it should at least ensure that I don’t get stuck walking around in circles again.
So that’s what I started doing. Using the Team Watch’s built-in compass, I began making my way north, always making sure to correct my course anytime my compass indicated that I was heading in another direction. That was a little harder than it sounded, however, because the Maze didn’t have a clean, direct path to the end. I even needed to backtrack a few times when the compass showed me that a way that seemed to head north was actually leading me in some other direction.
Even so, I was making progress. Not very much, admittedly, but more progress than before. I had no idea how much farther I’d need to walk, but that was okay. I had about forty-five minutes left, which seemed like more than enough time to escape. I didn’t run into either Theo or Sean, though, but I assumed they were still stuck in the Maze like me because I hadn’t heard Night Soldier announce any winners yet.
The utter silence of the Maze was what got to me the most. It was as if I was the last person in the world. Even the clear ceiling didn’t provide much comfort. Guess it was better than running into the other two Champions, but the lack of people was disconcerting. The lack of challenges was weird, as well. Had Night Soldier lied about that? Or just exaggerated to freak us out?
I turned a corner and finally found myself in an actual room. The room wasn’t very large, probably about thirty by twenty feet. Even so, it was much wider and bigger than the narrow hallways I’d been traveling through over the last twenty minutes or so.
The room was empty, but the ceiling was clear as the rest of the Maze. No sign of Theo or Sean, but that meant nothing. Maybe they’d already made their way through here or perhaps were stuck earlier in the Maze. Theo and Sean both had the compass app on their Team Watches, too, but that didn’t mean they had considered using it the way I did. If so, then maybe I was doing better than I thought.
The only trouble was figuring out which way to go next. There were three different entrances ahead of me, but they all led north. With no way of knowing which one led to the exit, I would have to pick another entrance by random. And be ready to backtrack if one of them turned out to be a dead-end, which would waste a huge amount of time.
No point in standing around waiting. I decided to pick the entrance directly in front of me. Might as well stay on the same path I was on, rather than risk straying off and getting lost.
So I took one step into the room … and an earsplitting alarm sounded.




CHAPTER FORTY


The alarm exploded in the room, making me slam both of my hands over my ears. Even so, that did almost nothing to actually protect my hearing. It felt like the loudest rock band you had ever heard in your life was playing a concert in my ears with over a million screaming fans jumping up and down and smashing windows on the ground. It was nearly deafening, making me wonder if Night Soldier was trying to deafen me. 
That is, until a robotic voice said, “WELCOME, CHAMPION, TO THE HALFWAY POINT! IN EXACTLY SIX SECONDS, YOUR NEW OPPONENT WILL STRIKE. STAY ALERT AND WATCH OUT FOR THE FOOT!”
“What?” I shouted, even though the alarm had died down by the time the robotic voice spoke. “What ‘new opponent’? What foot am I supposed to watch out—”
Something out of the corner of my eye moved and I looked to my left just in time to get kicked in the face by something I couldn’t see. The blow sent me staggering backward, but somehow I managed to stay on my feet. Rubbing the side of my face and not feeling anything broken, I looked at where I’d been standing previously to see who had attacked me.
But no one was there. I was still the only person in the room, but that didn’t make any sense. Someone had kicked me in the face. Right? So where had they gone?
Then I heard the sheathing of a sword and, remembering Nisha’s training, immediately summoned my Light Armor around me. My Light Armor flashed into existence on my body as what sounded like a blade clanged against it. Whirling around, I summoned a hammer made of light and swung it at whatever was behind me. My light hammer slammed into something solid that I couldn’t see, causing its form to flicker and then appear before me.
Standing just a few feet away from me, wielding a long, curved katana, was a robot. It was about a foot taller than me, with black-and-silver armor that made it looked kind of like a football player crossed with a medieval knight. Its optics glowed green in its helmet. My hammer had smashed into its chest plate, leaving a small dent, which meant that the robot wasn’t made out of Indestructonium, at least. The number ‘64’ was painted in white on its right shoulder, though I had no idea what that number meant.
Even so, the mere presence of the robot made me hesitate. I pulled back my hammer but ducked when it swung its sword at me. I backed up several feet, while the robot clutched its katana with both hands and advanced on me, its soulless green eyes staring at me unblinkingly. It didn’t move very fast, but I think it was still sizing me up.
“So what are you?” I said as I backed up, holding my hammer with both hands. “Just another obstacle?”
“Negative,” the robot suddenly replied. “I am Unit 64.”
“Unit 64?” I said. “That’s not a name. That’s a number.”
“Then call me Slasher,” said the robot, raising its sword above its head. “I am a Super Smasher prototype on loan from the G-Men to the Academy. My job is simple: To prevent Champions like you from reaching the end of the Maze.”
My eyes widened. “You’re small for a Super Smasher.”
“As I said, I am a prototype,” said Slasher. “Rejected by the G-Men for not being suitable for their normal agents, I’ve been in storage for years. But do not underestimate me. My programming is as fast as ever.”
“You’re awfully talkative for a robot,” I said. “And smart, too.”
“My AI is based on decades of research into the human brain,” Slasher replied. “The G-Men updated my AI before they sent me off to make me more challenging for Champions like you.”
I gulped, trying not to show how nervous I was. “Can you tell me if either Theo or Sean have made it through here yet?”
“You are the first Champion to make it this far,” said Slasher. “Of course, I must inform you that the Maze has many different middle points. Therefore, the other two Champions have already made it past me unless they were stopped by my brothers, which seems likely.”
“Brothers?” I repeated. “You mean there are more of you in here?”
“Indeed,” said Slasher, “but that is irrelevant. You will not get to meet any of my brothers as long as I have anything to say about it.”
Without warning, Slasher lowered his blade and charged forward. He moved much faster than I expected, forcing me to throw up a light barrier to block his attack.
Rather than slam into the shield, however, Slasher leaped into the air and landed on top of my barrier. He raised his sword, which briefly flashed red, before slamming it into the barrier.
Without warning, I felt a sucking sensation coming from my fingers. It felt kind of like I’d stuck my fingers in an active vacuum cleaner. It was not exactly painful, but it was unpleasant and shocked me because I’d never felt anything like it before.
But then I noticed my barrier growing fainter and fainter, despite my best efforts to maintain it until it dissipated entirely.
Without my barrier to stand on, Slasher fell down toward me. I once again leaped forward, narrowly dodging his fall. Rolling to my feet, I raised my hammer and turned to look at Slasher and was surprised by what I saw.
Slasher’s sword was glowing a brilliant white color. It shone the same shade of white as my barrier had, in fact, making it looked more like a lightsaber than a normal metal sword.
“What the—?” I said, taking a step back in surprise. “Why is your sword glowing?”
“For the same reason your barrier fell apart,” said Slasher. He held up his blade to his face, the light reflecting off his helmet. “My sword can absorb light and turn it into energy. This makes my sword sharper than normal, giving it enough power to cleave through just about any substance imaginable.”
“But you’re not going to actually, er, ‘cleave’ me, right?” I said. “Because that would kill me and killing is against the rules.”
“Quite true,” said Slasher, “but my sword doesn’t merely become sharper when it has energy. I can also unleash that energy in a concentrated beam. Behold!”
Slasher thrust his sword forward and a beam of light lanced from the tip toward me. Startled, I ducked, narrowly avoiding getting my head taken off. The beam of light struck the wall behind me and left a smoking black spot, which made me feel even more afraid because the walls were made of Indestructonium. If Slasher’s energy blasts could even damage Indestructonium, then I didn’t want to know what they would do if they hit me.
Even so, I needed to remain calm, so I said, “Interesting how your sword can absorb light, which I can control. Seems like you were almost made for me.”
“That’s because I was,” said Slasher. “My brothers and I were chosen because our unique skills let us counter your powers effectively. Of course, we are not impossible to defeat, but we will not go down quietly or without a fight.”
Now I understood why Night Soldier told us not to become complacent. He had to know about the Super Smashers in the Maze, and probably picked them out himself. It was a pretty brilliant idea for an obstacle and also explained why I was having such a hard time against Slasher.
But I couldn’t spend time thinking about that. A glance at my watch showed me that I had about half an hour left before the timer was up. It seemed like Slasher was doing a good job keeping me occupied, but maybe that was the point. Slasher did say that his job was to delay Champions like me from getting to the end, not stop us entirely.
If so, then maybe I didn’t need to beat him at all. Maybe I just needed to pick one of the three exits and hope it was the right one. I still had no idea which exit would lead me to the finish line, but I needed to make a choice because if I didn’t, I would definitely lose.
So I dismissed my Light Armor and summoned a dozen light spears, which I launched at Slasher. Slasher, of course, had no trouble dodging or blocking the light spears, but that didn’t bother me. They were merely a distraction, which I took advantage of to run as fast as I could toward the nearest exit. That turned out to be the exit on the far right side of the room, not the one directly across from the entrance I’d used to enter this part of the maze. But I knew my Spears wouldn’t keep Slasher occupied forever and that I didn’t have the time or luxury to figure out which one was the correct one.
Then, without warning, Slasher jumped over my head and landed right in front of me, blocking the exit with his body. I skid to a stop and summoned a second hammer just in time to catch Slasher’s sword between my hammers. Slasher, however, was surprisingly strong, pushing me down to my knees with his sword, his mechanical arms not shuddering at all, unlike mine, which were barely able to hold back his blade.
“Clever trick, human,” said Slasher without any strain in his voice at all. “Your distraction nearly worked, but you failed to realize that I am not blind. I saw what you were trying to do the second you did it. Now you have to stay right here until the time limit is up or the other two Champions reach the finish line. Then, and only then, will I let you go.”
I gritted my teeth but said nothing. It took all of my strength to hold back Slasher’s blade and even then it still didn’t feel like enough. It made me wish I’d inherited Dad’s super strength, but I would just need to make do with what I had. I needed to distract Slasher again somehow, but he had me pinned pretty good. If only I had an ally, then—
Duh! Stupid Ashley. I wasn’t alone. Not really. I did have an ally I could summon at any time.
Slasher, however, didn’t know that. And what he didn’t know was definitely going to bite him in the butt.
Still holding up Slasher’s sword, I summoned Arthur, who appeared in a flash of light behind Slasher. Arthur brought his sword down on Slasher’s head. The blow caused Slasher to look over his shoulder, but more importantly, Slasher’s pressure eased up just enough for me to push him off. I ran around Slasher, however, while Arthur began exchanging blows with the robot. The sound of Arthur and Slasher’s swords striking each other as the two artificial beings fought echoed in my ears, but I ignored it. My focus was on the doorway before me. If I could pass through it … just a few more feet …
And with a final jump, I leaped into and through the doorway, hitting the ground at a roll. Rolling back to my feet, I looked over my shoulder and snapped my fingers.
Arthur disappeared again in a flash of light, just as Slasher brought his sword down on him. Slasher’s sword struck the floor where Arthur had stood mere a second ago, causing it to clang harmlessly against the floor.
Standing upright, Slasher looked at me with his empty green eyes but did not move toward me. He merely lowered his sword to his side and nodded.
“You are smarter than you look,” said Slasher. “You somehow deduced that I am unable to leave this room to go after you. My programmed area of influence is confined strictly to this room, as are the AIs of my brothers.”
“Kind of like a boss in a video game, huh?” I said. “Although it was more like a lucky guess than a proper deduction.”
“Even so, you did well,” said Slasher. “But I wouldn’t stay around to chat. You have approximately twenty-five minutes left before the time limit is up.”
Startled, I looked at my Team Watch and saw that Slasher was right. Less than twenty-five minutes left. “Okay, but do you know if this is the right path or not?”
Slasher made an odd creaking sound that might have been a chuckle. “I don’t. Mostly because I don’t know the layout of the Maze myself. Yet even if you chose the wrong path, you would have to come back into this room and face me. Is that something you really wish to do?”
I gulped and shook my head. “No, I don’t. So I’d better get going, then.”
I turned and ran down the tunnel, hoping against hope that I’d picked the right tunnel and that I hadn’t just lost myself the match because I wasn’t careful enough. Guess I’d find out soon enough.




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Now that I was back in the hallways of the Maze again, I relied on my Team Watch to help me figure out which way was north. Fortunately, the path I took went north with little deviation, making me think that I might have chosen the correct pathway after all. That would be nice. 
But I would only really know for sure, though, when I actually found the finish line. Given how I now had about twenty minutes left, I really didn’t have a whole lot of time left to explore. I certainly didn’t have time to backtrack and try one of the other entrances, even if I somehow avoided Slasher.
This path was certainly more twisty and complex than the first path I’d been on. Had I not had my compass to point me north, I would have gotten even more lost than I already was. As it was, I was able to keep progressing through the Maze through paying careful attention to my compass.
It was tougher than you would think. Time was running out, but if I rushed too much, then I risked taking the wrong path and having to double back the way I came. If I took too long to decide which way to go, however, I risked running out of time. And I still had no idea if Theo or Sean had made it to the finish line yet. I hoped they had not, but I wouldn’t know until I got there myself.
About five minutes after I escaped Slasher, however, I emerged from the tunnel into another wide-open room. But this one was different from the last one. Whereas the first room had been enclosed on all sides and on top, this one was exposed to the Stadium. And just a few feet beyond the opening was a white line painted on the grass, with the holographic words ‘FINISH LINE’ hovering above it in bright neon green.
I’d done it. I reached the finish line. And apparently before Theo or Sean, too.
Without hesitation, I rushed toward the finish line as fast as I could, ignoring everything else to focus on the end before me.
Which was probably why I didn’t notice the huge shadow that fell over me until a huge fist came out of nowhere and slammed into the ground in front of me. Shocked, I instinctively leaped to the left, hitting the ground at a roll just as I practiced with Nisha, and rolling to my feet. Shaking my head, I looked over at where the fist had nearly crushed me and wished I hadn’t.
A large, muscular ogre-like creature stood several feet away from me. Although it was only about a foot or two taller than me, its fists were oversized, easily the size of large boulders, which looked very out of proportion compared to its comparatively thinner arms. The ogre’s yellow eyes gleamed with annoyance as it turned its gaze toward me, ripping its fist out of the floor at the same time. It was shirtless but wore a red pair of Academy uniform pants, which were stretched to their limit around his waist and broken open at the legs.
“Quick,” said the ogre in a gravelly voice with a hint of a Hispanic accent. “Just like in Omar’s match.”
My eyes popped open. “Sean? Is that you?”
“Yep,” said Sean. He flexed his muscles. “What? Have you never seen my power in action before? Because I’ve seen your power plenty of times.”
I had, actually, seen Sean use his power before in Team Powers’ match against Team Action. His power was ‘Ogrification,’ as I heard him describe it once. That basically meant that he could transform into an ogre-like creature with the sheer strength and power to match. It made him ugly as all get out, though, which was a shame because Sean was a rather handsome guy.
But even worse was that it made him smell like an ogre. The best way I could describe the scent of an ogre was an unholy mixture of swamp water and sweaty gym socks. And that was being generous.
Regardless of how Sean looked or smelled, I needed to either beat him or, even better, make it past him to reach the finish line. With less than fifteen minutes left on my timer, I didn’t have time to fight him.
Unfortunately, it looked like I might need to. Sean stood in my path, his huge, muscular ogre body taking up way more room than it should. No way I could go around him due to his long arms and no chance in heck was I going to try to go underneath him. Potentially, I could jump over him, but as I said, his arms were long, long enough to grab anything that jumped over him.
Therefore, I had no choice but to beat him.
Taking a deep breath, I summoned my Light Armor around me and two hammers, one in each hand. My chest tightened when I used my powers, but I could ignore it for now. The Super Pill was still helping me to keep my condition in check, but it was no cure and I could still hurt myself if I wasn’t careful.
That was why I intended to end this fight quickly.
Sean raised an eyebrow or would have if his ogre face even had eyebrows. “You look very shiny. Not that that will stop me from crushing you.”
“It’s not meant to distract you,” I said, raising my hands. “It’s meant to protect me. And once I’m done with you, you’re going to wish you had some armor yourself.”
Sean chuckled again and slapped his chest. “My skin is tough enough to withstand bullets. I don’t need armor. But hey, I think you’re cute. Maybe I’ll be a gentleman and let you get in a few free hits.”
I grimaced. “You do realize you’re the exact opposite of a gentleman, right? But okay. You want a few good hits? Then I’ll give you one good hit.”
Sean tilted his head to the side. “One good hit? And how do you intend to do that?”
“Like this,” I said.
Tossing aside my hammers, I thrust my hands forward. Light exploded above Sean’s head and took the form of a huge hammer, easily twice as big as me, with the mallet itself three times as wide. My heart shuddered again—this Construct was bigger than what I normally made—but I didn’t care. I brought my hands down hard and the hammer slammed down on Sean’s head.
A loud crack echoed when my huge hammer collided with Sean’s thick skull. The sound was almost as loud as a gunshot, but I didn’t mind. I just grinned, expecting Sean to fall over any minute now, which would leave the way forward open to me.
But then I noticed that the hammer was cracked cleanly down the middle, right where it had struck Sean’s head.
And Sean was still standing.
Uh-oh.
Before I could react, Sean grunted and raised one hand. He pushed hard against the hammer, which I desperately tried to push down on him. But Sean lifted the Construct slowly but surely upward. Soon Sean held the hammer above his head with his left arm, biceps and triceps taut and bulging under the weight of the Construct.
Sean himself looked no worse the wear for having a giant hammer smashed on his head. In fact, Sean looked completely unharmed, his skin and skull unmarred. Only the tiny wisps of white hair on his head looked disturbed, but even that was subtle.
Sean tilted his head to the side. “So that was your ultimate move? Pathetic. It would have killed me if I had been in my human form, but I barely even felt it. I suppose I forgot to tell you that ogres have skulls like iron. It will take far more than that to break me.”
Sean then tightened his grip on the hammer and it shattered in a million shards of light over his head. I even felt it break, which kind of felt like a rope snapping in my hands abruptly. The impact made me stagger backward, but then Sean rushed forward and punched me with his fist. The blow sent me flying into the wall, which I crashed into hard enough to leave an imprint.
Dazed from the impact, I fell face forward onto the floor. Every bone in my body screamed in pain and the only reason they weren’t broken was that my Light Armor protected me from the worst of it. Otherwise, I was pretty sure I’d be jelly right now.
“But it will take a lot less to break you,” said Sean above me. “See you later!”
Gasping for breath, I looked up to see Sean making his way toward the finish line. He was a lot closer to it than I was, but I couldn’t let him win. I felt like I couldn’t walk, but I knew I had to. Otherwise, I would lose.
Ignoring my pain, I thrust my hand out and formed a rope made of light directly in Sean’s path. Sean, however, was running too fast to stop or even slow down. His fat, ogre feet caught on the rope and he fell face-first onto the floor hard enough to shake the room.
Now was my chance. I jumped to my feet and ran toward the exit, heedless of Sean’s terrible body odor. When I got close enough to Sean, I summoned a light platform over him, which I jumped onto, and then jumped off toward the finish line.
But then one of Sean’s hands reached out and grabbed me, his hand wrapping around my body. Surprised, I looked over my shoulder to see Sean, still lying on the floor, looking at me with his triumphant eyes.
“Nice trick,” said Sean, “but you should have realized it would take more than tripping to take me down for long.”
“You’re right,” I said. “Let’s see how you like being blind.”
I thrust my hand out and an arrow made of light shot out and exploded in his face. The bright light made Sean grunt in surprise and loosened his grip just enough for me to force it open. I fell to the ground and, landing on my feet, sprinted toward the finish line. I heard Sean behind me cry out at me to come back and even felt the tips of his huge fingers reach out toward me, but I stayed ahead of him and didn’t look back.
The finish line was just a few feet away now … two feet … one foot …
With a yell of triumph, I crossed the finish line and heard Night Soldier’s voice boom in the Stadium, “With Ashley Jason of Team Justice crossing the finish line, two Champions have reached the end of the Champion’s Maze. The Great Race is over!”




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


My triumphant feelings at crossing the finish line evaporated when I heard Night Soldier mention  two Champions, my Light Armor disappearing at the same time now that I no longer needed it. “Two Champions? What? But I’m the only one here.”
“You’re not very perceptive, are you, cuz?” said an all-too-familiar voice to my left.
Panting from the exertion of fighting Sean and running away from him, I looked to my left and saw Theo leaning against one of the marble columns behind the finish line. He looked quite relaxed, his arms folded in front of his chest, while his strawberry blonde hair looked as perfect as ever. Unlike me, or even Sean, Theo looked like he hadn’t struggled at all.
“Theo?” I said, turning to face him. “What the … when did you …”
“Oh, I got here ten minutes before either you or Sean,” said Theo. He nodded at me. “But you did good, cuz. Better than I expected, honestly. I thought for sure that Sean would stop you, but you’re pretty creative and clever with your powers. Thanks for showing them off to me.”
My mouth fell open. How did I not notice Theo already at the finish line? And why didn’t Night Soldier announce that he got there before us? I felt like such an idiot. I had been so intent on fighting Sean that I hadn’t paid attention to the rest of my surroundings. Then again, this fit in with Theo’s behavior pretty well. Get to the end before anyone else and then mock the people who arrived after you.
Before I could say anything, however, the Great Maze began to rumble. Sean, who was still lying on the floor of the Maze, got to his feet and staggered toward us. He just barely managed to cross the finish line himself before the Great Maze began sinking into the ground again. In seconds, the entirety of the Great Maze was gone, replaced with the green grass of the Stadium.
And the very first thing I heard was the audience going wild. Now that I was no longer in the Champion’s Maze, however, I could actually see the audience again, which let me see that everyone was going crazy.
Team Secret and Team Justice were both going nuts. Team Secret was chanting Theo’s name over and over again, while Team Justice was hooting and hollering and high-fiving each other. The other Teams that had supported me or Theo were happy with our victory. Only Team Powers looked pretty subdued, if not depressed. Couldn’t blame them. Because Sean had failed to cross the finish line before either me or Theo, it meant that he was not going onto the Finals.
Night Soldier’s gigantic holographic form appeared in the middle of the Stadium again and his voice boomed once more, “Congratulations to the winners of the Great Race! Theodore ‘Steps’ Jason of Team Secret and Ashley ‘Crafter’ Jason of Team Justice crossed the finish line, coming in first and second place respectively. This means that Ashley and Theodore will be facing off against each other in the Finals, which will be on the final day of school in May!”
Somehow, Night Soldier’s declaration made the crowd go even wilder than before. The screams and shouts and chants from the audience were almost deafening. Even Night Soldier struggled to calm and quiet down everyone.
Theo, however, just waved arrogantly at the audience, even blowing kisses out to his fans. I also waved, but a little more shyly than Theo. I didn’t like being the center of attention as much as Theo did, but I figured I had to acknowledge my Teammates anyway.
“Ashley!” Nisha’s voice called out suddenly. “You did it! Congratulations!”
I looked down to see Nisha running over to me, her face beaming. Behind her, Reagan and Frederick followed, each one heading toward their respective Champion.
I just smiled at Nisha and said, “Thanks! It was pretty tough, I’ll admit, but I managed thanks to your help.”
Nisha came to a stop before me and smiled even more widely. “Oh, I know that already. I saw your progress on the holo-monitors.”
“Holo-monitors?” I said, looking up at the Stadium ceiling but seeing no monitors of any sort. “What do you mean?”
“The whole match was played on these holographic TVs in the air above the Maze,” said Nisha, spreading her arms wide. “The cameras were apparently hidden in the walls of the Maze and made it easier for us to watch what y’all were doing. I’ll admit I got really nervous when you ran into Slasher, but how you escaped him was beyond clever. Good job.”
I tilted my head to the side in confusion. I hadn’t seen any cameras in the Champion’s Maze, but then, maybe they were hidden. It made me wonder if any of the footage had been recorded and, if so, there was a way to watch it. I was curious to know how Theo had managed to get through the Champion’s Maze so much quicker than Sean or I. Granted, his teleportation power was pretty handy, but he couldn’t have relied on that alone to get through.
But I would worry about that later. For now, I was going to enjoy my victory.
Before I could say anything else, Sean suddenly said, “Ashley Jason!”
Startled, I looked at Sean to see him back in his normal human form, with his mentor, Frederick, standing behind him with his arms crossed. Although Frederick was frowning, he didn’t strike me as being actually upset with me or how Sean lost. I didn’t know him very well, though, so I couldn’t be sure.
In his human form, Sean looked and smell a thousand times better than in his ogre form. He was still shirtless, though, and his pants were ripped at the legs. He was surprisingly well-built, which didn’t surprise me because I already knew he was an exercise nut. He stood ramrod straight, his arms at his sides and his intense gaze focused on me.
“Hey, Sean,” I said, turning to face him and smiling, though I felt a bit nervous around him. “Sorry you lost, but you did put up a good fight. I didn’t think I was going to make it there for a moment.”
“No problem, Ashley,” said Sean. He bowed briefly. “I’m not upset about losing at all. In fact, I actually wanted to congratulate you on your success.”
I blinked. “You do?”
“Yes,” said Sean with a nod. “One of Team Powers’ virtues is being a graceful winner and loser. Although I wish I could have won, I am man enough to admit that I lost because you did better than me and I wish nothing but the best for you as you go into the Finals.”
“Sean speaks the truth,” said Frederick gruffly. He put a hand on Sean’s shoulder. “There is no shame in giving your all even if you do lose. For that, Sean, we are still going to celebrate at the dorms tonight to show our appreciation for all your hard work.”
“Thank you, Fred,” said Sean with another bow. “It was an honor to mentor under you. I’ve learned so much from your guidance and teachings. I will miss you when you graduate this year.”
“And you have been an excellent student,” said Fred. He looked at me and nodded. “You were certainly a worthy opponent of Sean, Ashley. Nisha’s teachings have certainly paid off. Not surprised. Nisha is one of the Academy’s best students, after all.”
“Hey, you’re no slouch yourself, Fred,” said Nisha with a wink. She slapped me on the back in a friendly way. “I was worried that Ashley here wouldn’t last long against Sean and his Ogrification. Good thing it was a race and not a fight. That wouldn’t have ended well.”
“Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence, Nisha,” I said in a dry voice. “Your faith in me is admirable.”
Nisha laughed. “Just being honest, Ash. But hey, you’re going into the Finals now and that’s all that matters.”
“Hardly,” came Theo’s voice behind us. “Winning is all that matters.”
Cringing from Theo’s shrill voice, we turned around to see Theo standing a few feet away from us, his hands on his hips, his usual smirk on his lips. His mentor, Reagan, stood behind him. She wasn’t smirking quite as much as Theo, but she still looked pretty satisfied with herself. Her smugness made her look almost like Theo’s older, even more uptight sister.
“Oh, hey, cuz,” I said. “I almost forgot about you.”
Theo’s right eyebrow twitched when I said that, but then he said, in his usual arrogant voice, “Not a problem, dear cousin. Losers usually do have to do their best to avoid thinking about winners. Once you start thinking about winners, then you start comparing yourself to them. And then you realize just how big of a loser you really are.”
“You’re calling Ashley a loser?” said Nisha. She snorted. “Come on, now. Ash has won every match she’s been in, same as you. Show her a bit of respect.”
“But she didn’t beat me in the Maze,” Theo pointed out. He glanced at me. “She didn’t even notice I crossed the finish line before her before I spoke. Second place winner is still a first place loser, in my opinion.”
I brushed back my hair. “You’re such a graceful winner, Theo. Anyone ever tell you that?”
Theo smirked. “Winners don’t need to be graceful. Because we’re winners.”
I did my best not to let Theo get under my skin, but it was tough. Theo was almost like another younger brother to me. And like a younger brother, Theo was really good at getting under my skin with surprisingly little effort. I could tell he was trying to do that right now, make me lose my cool, and I just might if he kept up his arrogant attitude.
Sean, however, stepped forward and, glaring at Theo, said, “You might want to watch your mouth, kid. Ashley is stronger than she looks.”
“She must be if she beat a loser like you,” said Theo without missing a beat. “Of course, I beat you, too, so that doesn’t mean much. Then again, I don’t mind having monuments to my success walking around.”
“Monuments to—?” Nisha repeated. She looked at Reagan and pointed at Theo. “Reagan, get your Champion in line. He’s acting like a jerk.”
Reagan was obviously amused by Theo’s arrogance, but she did say, “Okay, Theo. I think that’s enough. We need to head back to the Team Secret dorm to celebrate your victory.”
Theo snorted. “Yes, that does sound much more fun than mocking losers. See you later, Ashley. I expect you to do your best, even if it’s not quite as good as my best.”
I was about to snap at Theo again, but then dozens of Team Secret students burst onto the field and rushed over to us. They picked up Theo and Reagan off the ground and whisked them away toward the exit while chanting their names. Theo waved mockingly back at me as he and Reagan disappeared through the exit, the chants of Team Secret slowly fading into silence as they disappeared.
“That Theo has no honor whatsoever,” said Sean. “Of course, he’s also still very young, so maybe he’s just immature.”
“Nope,” I said, trying—and failing—to hide the anger in my voice. “Theo’s always been a brat. And he’s only gotten worse as a teenager. He’s lucky I didn’t just sock him there and then. He would have had it coming.”
“True enough,” said Nisha, clasping my shoulder. “But guess what? You’ll get a chance to teach him a lesson in the Finals in a couple of months. Then you’ll get to beat him up without getting into trouble with the Academy administration.”
I looked at Nisha in surprise. “Wow, Nisha. That seems harsher than normal for you.”
Nisha grinned rather evilly at me. “If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s arrogant bullies who think they’re above everyone else. And if there’s one thing I do like, it’s seeing said bullies get knocked down a peg or three.”
Seeing Nisha’s vicious glee at the thought of me beating down Theo was a little disconcerting, I will admit. But I could also sympathize with it. I couldn’t deny fantasizing over beating up Theo more than once over the years and this was going to be my best chance to do it. I wasn’t a violent person by nature, but I was looking forward to giving Theo a taste of his own medicine.
Looking back, though, I shouldn’t have been so arrogant myself. Not because it might hurt my chances against Theo in the Finals, but rather because of what awaited all of us at the end of the school year.
Something that none of us had a very high chance of surviving, regardless of who won or lost the Competition. And that included me.




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


The night of my win in the Great Race was similar to the night of my win against Omar a few months ago, except even crazier. In addition to nearly the entirety of Team Justice being present in the commons, Professor Hernandez, our Team Leader, actually showed up and partied with us. It took everyone by surprise to see Professor Hernandez announce that he wanted to party with us, but as it turned out, our seemingly meek and introverted teacher was actually an even bigger partier than the students. As a result, everyone had tons of fun and none of us went to bed until long after midnight. 
Courtney, as far as I could tell, was the only Team Justice student who didn’t show up for the party. Even Sofia was there, congratulating me on my victory. And it seemed like a sincere congratulations, as well. That was probably the most shocking thing to happen to me in a while. Maybe Sofia and I were friends after all.
Yet even with my upgrade in friendship status with Sofia, my broken friendship with Courtney still bothered me. I wasn’t sure why. I’d already accepted that Courtney and I were never going to be friends again. So why was I a little disappointed when Courtney once again no-showed at my victory party? I didn’t bother trying to wake her up again like I did the last time, either. I just stayed in the commons, partying all night long, until Professor Hernandez forced us to go to bed so we could wake up at a reasonable hour tomorrow morning.
I don’t know. I think it was the fact that Courtney was my first real friend I made at the Academy that bothered me. Of all of the students in the Academy, only she and Barrett had come to my aid when Parasite and Joey tried to kill me and my dad. They were also the only students I trusted with knowledge of my condition. They had both continued to be my friend and support me even despite my condition. I couldn’t forget that.
Barrett, thankfully, was still on good terms with me and probably my closest friend in the Academy now that Courtney no longer liked me. But being friends with a guy just wasn’t the same as being friends with a girl. There were things I could talk with Courtney about that I couldn’t talk about with Barrett.
I didn’t know if Courtney and I would ever be friends again, but I’ll admit I didn’t think much about her during spring break. That was because my family went on vacation to Galveston, Texas for most of spring break, so I spent a lot of time in the sun and on the beach. My parents were extremely proud of me doing well enough to qualify in the Finals, and based on the texts that Dad got from Uncle Ted, it seemed like Theo’s parents were even more proud of Theo. I suspect it was because Theo was a first-year while I was a second-year, so his progress in the Competition was more notable.
But I was just glad that I didn’t have to spend spring break with Theo. He really annoyed me with his arrogant attitude after the Great Race. Taking a break from him was probably good for my mental and emotional health. Of course, I would have to fight him again in a couple of months, but I decided not to worry about that.
Spring break ended much too soon for my tastes. Once I was back in the Academy, I fell back into my normal routine pretty quickly of balancing my studies with my training with Nisha. We were training pretty much every day at this point, usually after my classes for the day but before curfew. Nisha pushed me harder than ever to improve and learn new skills. Although Nisha was a nice girl, she could be surprisingly pushy when she wanted to be, making me work so hard that I was always exhausted by the time we finished our sessions for the night.
Not to mention my popularity took a huge boost after the Great Race. Before, only Team Justice ever publicly acknowledged or celebrated me. But when I came back from spring break, students from the other Teams would randomly stop me in between classes or at mealtimes or on weekends to congratulate and encourage me. It was mostly Team Powers and Team Action students who did it, which was when I learned that Teams Cape and Mask that had thrown their support behind Theo.
Apparently, the six Teams were divided neatly down the middle now that only two Champions remained in the Competition. With half of the losing Teams supporting me and half supporting Theo, it meant that the Competition was starting to consolidate the Teams. The rivalry remained friendly for the most part, but the halls of the Academy did seem a little more tense than usual and I would occasionally notice banter between fans of me and Theo that would sometimes cross the line.
There was also a sense of anticipation in the air as we drew closer to the Finals. The Finals coincided with the last day of school, so everyone was looking forward to summer vacation and the Finals of the Competition. I think that sense of anticipation was why I worked harder than ever under Nisha and why Nisha pushed me as hard as she did.
If Theo felt the anticipation in the air, he didn’t show it. I would see him, usually at mealtimes, sitting at a table with his Team Secret groupies, usually laughing or telling jokes to them, which would elicit sycophantic laughter from his fans. In particular, he always had a girl under his arm and it was always a different girl each time. They weren’t even always first-years, either, which seemed weird to me. Theo was the exact opposite of charismatic, so his popularity with his Teammates mystified me.
Oh, well. It didn’t matter how popular Theo was or how many fans he had. What mattered was whether he was keeping up with his training or not. I had to assume he was, though, because I couldn’t afford to let myself become complacent and potentially lose the entire Competition, especially with so many people counting on me now.
Surprisingly, I heard no news from Shade or the G-Men on the Underground Academy situation. Nor did Night Soldier or any of the faculty give me any updates. Maybe they didn’t need my help or maybe they didn’t think I would have time to help due to my involvement in the Competition. Frankly, though, I couldn’t complain. I hated fighting the Guardians, so if the G-Men wanted to tackle those monsters by themselves, then they could knock themselves out. So long as the Guardians didn’t target me, my family, or my friends anymore, I didn’t care about them.
But just because I didn’t care about the Guardians did not mean that the Guardians were done with me. As I was about to learn, you don’t get to choose your enemies and you especially don’t get to choose when they attack you.
And it all started on a sunny, warm May morning, one week before the Finals when Night Soldier summoned me to his office to discuss something confidential with me …




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


Saturday, May 16th, 8:56 AM, 2037 … 
I knocked on Night Soldier’s office door and immediately heard Night Soldier say from within, “Come in,” which I did, opening the door without hesitation.
“Hey, Night Soldier,” I said as I stepped into his office, “sorry I’m late. Accidentally slept in this morning because—”
I abruptly stopped speaking when I saw exactly who was in Night Soldier’s office.
Night Soldier himself sat behind his desk as usual. He looked at me when I entered, but I only spared him a brief glance because my attention was caught by the other three people sitting in front of his desk.
Sea Sister sat on the left side of the desk, her arms folded in front of her chest. She was in full costume, wearing a skintight scuba-diving suit, although her fishbowl helmet sat on her lap.
Next to her was Hogarth, who looked over at me and waved in a friendly way. He looked a lot better since the last time I saw him, which was in a hospital in D.C. where he had been recovering from his fight with Overkill. He did seem a little paler, though. Perhaps he hadn’t recovered entirely yet.
And sitting in a chair next to Hogarth, of course, was Shade. She leaned back in her chair, her hands folded behind her head and her legs crossed. I figured the only reason she didn’t have her feet propped up on Night Soldier’s desk was that Night Soldier would not allow her to. Even then, I could tell that Night Soldier was a bit annoyed at how casually Shade was acting, which told me that this was something serious.
“Oh, hey, Champion!” said Shade, waving a hand at me lazily. “I haven’t had a chance to congratulate you on your win in the last match of the Competition. I heard all about it from Dean, though. He said you did a good job.”
I looked at Night Soldier. “What is Shade doing here? Does this have to do with Omega Man?”
Night Soldier nodded. “It does. You figured that out quick.”
“It’s not exactly rocket science,” I said. “Why else would Shade and Hogarth be here if it wasn’t about Omega Man and the Underground Academy?”
“Maybe we just like you guys,” said Shade. “Has that ever occurred to you?”
Sea Sister grunted. “You like being able to boss us around, that’s for sure.”
Shade waved a hand at Sea Sister dismissively. “Hey, we’re the experts on fighting terrorists and hate groups here, not you guys. So it’s not ‘bossing around’ so much as it’s—”
“Shade, Sea Sister, please,” said Night Soldier. “There’s no need to bicker among each other. I know you two aren’t exactly friends, but this situation is too serious to let petty squabbles divide us.”
Sea Sister nodded while Shade shrugged but said nothing. Based on their responses, it was obvious that Shade and Sea Sister must have had a history together. Perhaps Shade was overstepping her boundaries while the G-Men were at the Academy. Wouldn’t surprise me, which was why I mentally sided with Sea Sister despite not knowing what was going on between those two.
“In any case, Ashley, please take a seat,” said Night Soldier. He nodded at Shade. “Shade and Hogarth have some updates to share with us on the Underground Academy and the Guardians. I thought you would like to know, seeing as you are Shade’s apprentice until the school year is up.”
I nodded as I took a metal chair from the wall and put it between Sea Sister and Hogarth, which was as far from Shade as I could get in this office. Sitting down, I said, “What about Sofia? She’s Shade’s apprentice, too.”
“Sofia was not available this morning due to prior appointments,” said Night Soldier, “but Shade will fill her in on the details after the meeting separately. For now, I have to ask you, once again, to keep the information you learn here a secret from your classmates. At least until we deem it appropriate to share with the others.”
I nodded yet again. I’d already agreed to keep the presence of the Guardians in the Underground a secret. Heck, I’d already agreed to keep the Underground Academy itself a secret. What was one more secret on top of that? It wasn’t like anyone was even interested in anything other than the Competition, anyway. “Yes, sir.”
“Good,” said Night Soldier. He rubbed his forehead and looked at Shade. “Shade, can you please tell Ashley what you’ve already shared with us? That way, we’re all on the same page.”
“Of course,” said Shade. She looked at me without moving from her position on her chair. “You are aware, of course, that we’ve been searching the Underground Academy for Omega Man, with a secondary objective of finding out how the Guardians got in there.”
“I know that,” I said. “I was almost killed by those monsters.”
“Exactly,” said Shade. “Well, I’ve got mixed news on the Guardians front. First off, there are multiple entrances to the Underground Academy from the outside. We haven’t been able to narrow down which one the Guardians used, so to be safe, we’ve stationed two G-Men agents at each entrance, along with some G-Bots—”
“G-Bots?” I repeated. “What are those?”
“Small-sized Super Smashers like the kind you fought in the Great Race,” Shade explained promptly. “I like to call them G-Bots, though, to fit with our name. Rolls off the tongue quite well, wouldn’t you say?”
Before I could say that it was a silly nickname, Shade continued her story. “According to our map of the Underground, there are six different entrances that someone could conceivably use to enter the Underground from outside of the school. Each entrance has two G-Men and a G-Bot to protect it, while the agents have their earcoms synced with the Hectornet so they can stay in contact with the Academy administration on the surface.”
“That way, if the Guardians attack again, we’ll know,” Night Soldier added. “And will be able to take appropriate security measures to protect the students.”
“Huh,” I said. “That’s a surprisingly smooth operation you’ve got going here.”
“There’s a reason Director Smith chose me to be his successor,” Shade replied, “although I’m sure he would have done even better. Regardless, our current setup is about the best we can do. It will ensure the safety of students and faculty and make sure that the Guardians cannot interfere with our search for Omega Man.”
I bit my lower lip. “It sounds like things are going according to plan, then. So why the long faces on everyone?”
Night Soldier, Sea Sister, Hogarth, and Shade exchanged uncertain looks with each other. It looked like I must have asked a tough question if none of them wanted to answer right away.
“That’s the thing,” said Shade. She rubbed the back of her neck. “It looks like Omega Man might not be in the Underground Academy after all.”
I looked at Shade in shock. “What do you mean? I thought you guys figured out he was there.”
“We only thought he might be down there,” said Shade, pointing at the floor. “But we’ve been searching the whole place for a couple of months now and haven’t found any trace of him whatsoever.”
“And we’ve been helping,” Sea Sister added. “The Academy, that is. We’ve been using our knowledge of the Underground’s layout to help the G-Men leave no stone unturned. Yet even we have failed to find any hint of Omega Man down there.”
“But if Omega Man isn’t underneath the Academy, then why were the Guardians down there?” I said, looking from Shade to Sea Sister and back again in confusion. “It makes no sense.”
“It does if you assume that the Guardians were planning to use the Underground to stage a sneak attack on the Academy,” said Night Soldier grimly. “As you know, the Guardians are not above killing ‘mutant’ children if they can.”
I shuddered, knowing all too well how willing the Guardians were to kill all supers, no matter how young or innocent they might be. “Then it’s a good thing we stopped them before they could do anything.”
“I wouldn’t put it past the Guardians to try again,” said Shade. “Especially now that they finally have a new leader.”
“They do?” I said in surprise. “I thought they were still fighting among each other for domination.”
“Not anymore,” said Shade. “To no one’s surprise, Bloodbath, Overkill’s former second-in-command, has managed to gather the remaining Guardians under her rule. Our spies tell us that there are still a few splinter cells resisting her rule here and there, but well over ninety percent of the remaining Guardians have fallen behind her. We still don’t know what their plan is, but I suspect they’re going to try to go forward with Overkill’s original plan of using Omega Man for something nefarious.”
“But wasn’t Overkill the only one who knew where Omega Man is?” I said. “So Bloodbath might not be able to follow Overkill’s plan.”
“Remember what I told you about the missing files in Overkill’s office?” said Shade. “We’ve yet to confirm that Bloodbath was the one who stole them, but it seems likely. In any case, you don’t need to worry about her. The G-Men are still keeping a very close eye on the Guardians and their antics. Bloodbath is a dangerous individual in her own right, but she’s not even half as clever or deadly as Overkill, given how she’s only killed sixteen supers against his thirty-nine.”
“That’s still an awful lot of supers, though,” I said nervously.
“Maybe, but we’re way more united and organized than the Guardians,” said Shade. “For example, their supplies of powerless gas have taken a hit over the last several months. They’re rapidly running out of the stuff and don’t have nearly as much money as they need to buy more. As I said, you don’t need to worry about Bloodbath. We’ve got her covered.”
I bit my lower lip. I knew Shade was just trying to be reassuring, but I still didn’t like knowing that the Guardians had a new leader. I’d hoped they would wipe themselves out, but I guess that was too optimistic a thing to hope for. With any luck, Shade was right and it would be a long time before the Guardians returned to their original threat level.
“We think there’s a high probability that the Guardians will try to attack the Academy at some point, however,” Night Soldier said, picking up where Shade left off. He rested his hands on the desk in front of him. “So we are increasing security yet again and working with the G-Men to keep the campus safe.”
“Good,” I said. “If the Guardians somehow got onto campus, it would be a disaster.”
“Exactly why we’re going to make sure they don’t,” said Shade. She stretched her arms and yawned. “Then again, fighting a bunch of Guardians sounds a lot more fun than sitting behind a desk all day reading reports. Being the director of a government agency really isn’t as sexy as it sounds.”
“So what are Sofia and I supposed to do in the meantime?” I said, looking from Shade to Night Soldier and back again. “Do you guys need our help to protect the Academy?”
“You do not need to do anything except focus on your studies and the Finals of the Competition,” Night Soldier said. “I know that you and Sofia are Shade’s apprentices in SAP, but this is a matter for the adults to deal with. Children like you two need to focus on your studies.”
“So why are you telling me this at all?” I said in annoyance. “If Sofia and I are not allowed to help, what’s the point in knowing about this stuff?”
“In case we do need your help,” said Shade. She tapped the side of her head. “Remember, as long as you and Sofie are in SAP, you are basically on call at all times. By knowing about our plans, it will be easier and quicker to get you two into action should we need your help.”
I chuckled grimly. “Things would have to go really bad if you need help from a couple of teenage girls.”
“Which we hopefully won’t,” said Shade. She abruptly stood up and gestured at Hogarth. “All right. Hogarth and I are going to find Sofie and give her these updates. Then we’ll head back to HQ and keep you guys posted on all new developments on this case.”
Before any of us could respond, Shade and Hogarth stepped into the shadow of Night Soldier’s bookcase and vanished into thin air. I figured they were shadow-traveling to wherever Sofia was, which seemed unnecessary to me because Sofia was still on campus somewhere. They could have easily walked.
Shaking my head, I looked at Night Soldier and said, “Headmaster, what do you think about this?”
“I think it’s a delicate situation,” said Night Soldier after a moment of silence. “I consider it unlikely that the Guardians will try to attack us now. Even if they have a new leader, it would be wiser for them to spend the next few months or years building up their membership and resources, rather than waste it on attacking the school.”
“No one ever accused the Guardians of Humanity of being ‘wise,’ ” Sea Sister scoffed. “There are other, much more appropriate things to call them. Like ‘psychopathic bigots that make the Nazis look moderate,’ for one.”
“Even so, it’s best not to underestimate them,” said Night Soldier as he tapped a few keys on his holographic keyboard. “Wounded animals are often the most dangerous.”
“More like demons in human flesh,” Sea Sister muttered.
Sea Sister’s comment sparked a memory and a question in my head, prompting me to ask, “Hey, did the G-Men ever find that demon that killed those two Guardians who tried to kill me and Shade? Shade didn’t say if they did.”
Night Soldier froze, but then he relaxed and looked at me with his usual calm expression. “No, they have not. They’ve searched the Underground pretty thoroughly, but they have not seen one sign of the ‘demon’ anywhere.”
“But I saw it with my own two eyes,” I said. “It must be down there somewhere. Even if it’s just some kind of weird animal and not an actual, literal demon, it must be real.”
“Are you talking about the Demon of the Underground?” said Sea Sister.
I looked at Sea Sister in surprise. “Yeah, I am. Have you heard of it?”
“Heard of it?” said Sea Sister. She snorted. “I was almost eaten by it once.”




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


Sea Sister,” Night Soldier said with a sigh. “Do you  have to bring up your ‘encounter’ now?”
Sea Sister looked at Night Soldier in disbelief. “You know it’s real, Night Soldier. You saw the bite marks yourself.”
“Wait, what bite marks?” I said, looking from Night Soldier to Sea Sister and back again in confusion. “What are you talking about?”
“It will be easier to show you than explain,” said Sea Sister before Night Soldier could respond.
Sea Sister held out her arms and pulled down both sleeves, allowing me to see her bare arms for the first time.
They looked terrible. Deep scars stood out against her pale skin, making her arms look like they had been through a meat grinder. The scars—shaped like teeth marks—were clustered mostly on her forearms, but a few went all the way up to her biceps. Her hands were scar-free, but that was hard to notice when the rest of her arms looked so terrible.
“Oh my gosh,” I said, putting a hand over my mouth. “Where did you get those scars?”
“The demon,” said Sea Sister.
“The alleged demon, you mean,” said Night Soldier. “You never proved it existed.”
“The scars are proof enough,” said Sea Sister. “And the fact that I nearly died is even more proof.”
“Hold on,” I said, holding up a hand and causing Night Soldier and Sea Sister to look at me. “What are you guys talking about? When did this happen? What is the Demon of the Underground? Is it the same demon that I saw?”
“Probably,” said Sea Sister as she lowered her scarred arms to her side. “And I wasn’t the only one who saw it, either. Harden was there, too. You can ask him. He can back me up. He only avoided getting scarred due to his hardening powers making his skin unbreakable. I wasn’t so lucky.”
“Again, only alleged,” said Night Soldier. “I don’t doubt you two were attacked by something down there, but the Demon of the Underground is just a rumor and has never been confirmed.”
I wasn’t sure what surprised me more: That the weird demon I saw in the Underground was well-known enough to have a legend surrounding it or that Night Soldier and Sea Sister were fighting with each other about it. Those two seemed to agree on everything most of the time, so seeing them disagree so harshly over this was definitely unexpected.
“Ashley is right,” said Sea Sister with a hint of anger in her voice. “It’s rude of us to talk about the Demon without explaining it to her. The event we’re talking about happened five years ago, shortly after the death of my husband—”
“Your husband is dead?” I said. “I’m sorry.”
Sea Sister sighed. “Thank you, Ashley, but it’s not necessary. He lived a good life, at least before he was murdered by the Guardians.”
“The Guardians murdered your husband?” I repeated in shock. “I didn’t know that.”
“It’s true,” said Sea Sister, “but I really don’t want to talk about it. My husband’s death has pretty much nothing to do with the Demon. I only mention it for context.”
I nodded, but deep down, a lot of things about Sea Sister suddenly snapped into place. I’d always wondered why she seemed even more hostile toward the Guardians than most supers. If the Guardians actually did murder her husband, then Sea Sister’s behavior made perfect sense. And despite what she said, I did feel sorry for her. I obviously wasn’t married or even in a relationship, but I couldn’t imagine the pain of losing the person you loved more than anyone else in the world. That Sea Sister was so tough even despite losing her husband was a testament to her strength as a person and made me admire her a lot.
“As I was saying, it happened about a month after my husband’s funeral,” Sea Sister continued. “Specifically, it was a week after school let out for the summer. I remember that because Harden was complaining about the fact that we had to keep working even though all of the students had been out of school for a week.”
“Don’t you teachers get summers off too, though?” I said. “I thought that’s how it worked.”
“Not at the Academy,” said Sea Sister in a slightly disgruntled tone. “We have to work for a week after school lets out before we can start our summer vacations.”
“That’s to take advantage of the empty school to do things we normally can’t do with a thousand superpowered kids running around at once,” Night Soldier said. “For example, we might help with renovations or repairs on buildings, cleaning out the dorms, etc. The Janitorial Squad is supposed to do all of that, but it’s our way of helping them, seeing as we have powers and they do not.”
“It’s just more work,” said Sea Sister with a shake of her head. “But never mind. Night Soldier sent Harden and me into the Underground Academy to do some maintenance work down there. That basically amounted to going from building to building to make sure everything was still in working order.”
“Once a year, the teachers of the Academy go into the Underground to check up on it,” Night Soldier explained to me. “It’s how we make sure that the Underground is always ready for the worst emergencies.”
“I see,” I said. “Go on.”
“As I was saying, Harden and I went down to the Underground Academy to do exactly that,” said Sea Sister. “We planned to spend the whole day down there, but had to cut it short when the Demon attacked.”
“The Demon of the Underground,” I said. “Right?”
“Exactly,” said Sea Sister with a quick nod. “The Demon of the Underground. I’d heard rumors about it for years, but up until that point hadn’t thought it actually existed. Not until it nearly ripped my arms off.”
Sea Sister held up her scarred forearms again, which I wished she wouldn’t. The sight of her scarred forearms made my stomach churned. I couldn’t imagine what they must have looked like five years ago before they healed and scarred over.
“But what is the Demon of the Underground, exactly?” I said. “Has it always been around?”
“We know very little about it,” said Sea Sister. “There are old Native American legends from precolonial times describing a demonic creature of some sort hanging out in the general area, but the Demon we know of wasn’t first sighted until ten years ago when the Underground was made.”
Night Soldier nodded. He immediately began typing on his holographic keyboard, his eyes on his computer’s monitor. “Yes. When construction on the Underground first began, construction workers reported seeing or hearing an unidentified, humanoid creature with a pig-like face haunting the construction site. It scared some of the workers, but there were no reports of attacks until the day before construction finished.”
Night Soldier tapped a few final keys and then a holographic image appeared in the air over his desk. It looked like an artist’s rendition of an ugly creature straight out of a fantasy novel. Although the sketch was in black-and-white and was missing a few details, it was a surprisingly accurate rendition of the demon I’d seen in the Underground.
My jaw dropped. “That’s it. That’s the demon. The one I saw in the Underground.”
“We know,” said Night Soldier with a nod. “As I said, I don’t deny that the creature exists. I just question whether it actually is a demon or something else.”
“This is the rendition of Painter, the NHA’s resident artist, after he interviewed a handful of construction workers who claimed to have seen the Demon,” said Sea Sister, looking at the image with disgust. “And I can also confirm that the drawing is fairly accurate, though some of the minor details may be wrong. The workers said that the Demon always attacked in the darkest parts of the Underground, which was why they never got a very good look at it or ever took pictures of the thing.”
I looked at Sea Sister. “What about you? Did you take any pictures of it?”
“Unfortunately, no,” said Sea Sister, shaking her head. “It didn’t even occur to me to try. I was too busy trying to keep the Demon from tearing off my limbs to notice.”
“So what happened?” I said. “You said you and Harden ran into it in the Underground Gym. What happened after that?”
Sea Sister sighed and looked at her arms again. She seemed to be mentally reliving the moment that the Demon attacked her and Harden. “The Gym was the last building we need to check. We were tired after we spent all day inspecting everything, so I suggested we get through the Gym as quickly as possible. Harden agreed and the two of us then entered the Gym and turned on the lights.”
Sea Sister shook her head. “But the lights went out. It was like someone had cut the power. It confused us for a moment, but then we heard the Demon’s growl. Next thing I knew, the Demon was on top of me, trying to rip my arms off my body. It wasn’t very heavy, but I was so surprised at its appearance that I didn’t react the way I should have. It very nearly got my neck, and would have if Harden hadn’t thrown it off me.”
I put my hand over my mouth. “Wow. You weren’t joking when you said it almost killed you.”
Sea Sister looked at me directly. “You saw the Demon. Would you joke about something that could kill six armed men with ease?”
I gulped but said nothing. I was thinking about how the Demon had so ruthlessly and efficiently destroyed all six of the Guardians that had tried to kill me and the others. It seemed like a miracle to me that Sea Sister and Harden had survived the creature, given how powerful it was.
“As I said, though, Harden was able to fight it off,” said Sea Sister. “He could make his skin hard enough to resist its teeth and claws. The Demon eventually ran away, especially after Harden got in a few blows, but he didn’t chase after it. Instead, Harden carried me all the way from the Gym to the surface to bring me to the Clinic and get my injuries treated.”
“She looked terrible when I first saw her,” said Night Soldier. “I thought she was going to die before Irma managed to save her.”
“It wasn’t just Irma who saved me,” said Sea Sister. “The wounds were so bad that they had to call in Healing Touch from Hero Island. Even then, his powers almost failed to save my arms. That’s how badly I was injured.”
I shook my head. “Wow. That’s even crazier than I thought.”
“It was more painful than crazy, I’d say,” said Sea Sister. “Much more painful.”
“What did you guys do after that?” I said, grabbing the edges of my seat with my hands. “Did you guys try to do something about the Demon?”
“I wasn’t conscious for the next part,” said Sea Sister. “So I don’t know it as well as Night Soldier did.”
“We put together a team of teachers to search the Underground for the monster,” said Night Soldier, “with me as the leader. We assumed that the creature was actually some kind of supervillain who had managed to sneak into the Underground unnoticed by us. But we didn’t find any trace of the Demon anywhere, despite searching every building in the Underground thoroughly.”
“You didn’t find any hint of it at all?” I said. “Weird. Did it leave the Underground, maybe?”
“That’s possible,” said Night Soldier. “That’s the theory we went with at the time. I assumed it was a supervillain who had sneaked into the Underground and fled once he realized he couldn’t beat Harden. Thus, we put out a call to the NHA, INJ, and G-Men to keep an eye out for a villain who looked like this monster.”
“But then the sightings continued,” said Sea Sister. “Mostly from Janitorial Squad workers, who reported seeing the Demon in the Underground. It never attacked them, but it scared the janitors so badly for a while there that they needed to be paid extra just to go down there.”
“The fear wore off after a while,” said Night Soldier. He glanced at his computer again. “Indeed, according to my files, the last sighting of the Demon before yours, Ashley, was about two years ago by a janitor named Lucas. That’s partly why I was skeptical of your claim to have seen the Demon recently because I’d thought it was gone for good.”
“Apparently not,” said Sea Sister, “which just adds another layer of complexity to an already fraught situation.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” said Night Soldier. “Even so, the Demon only killed the Guardians, did it not? Maybe it’s on our side now. Assuming, again, it’s actually a demon and not some kind of strange, unidentified animal.”
“Has it ever gone to the surface?” I said, rubbing my hands together anxiously.
“It’s only ever been spotted in the Underground,” said Night Soldier. “Evidence suggests that it doesn’t like light, so I imagine it doesn’t want anything to do with the surface. So don’t worry. I doubt you’ll wake up in the middle of the night to find a snarling demon at the foot of your bed.”
That made me feel a little better, but not by much. The knowledge that there might have been a literal demon living under the Academy was not exactly calming. True, it apparently didn’t want to go to the surface, but it still made me anxious nonetheless.
Night Soldier seemed to sense my anxiety because he said, “Don’t worry, Ashley. If the Demon is real, then leave it to us. As I said, you and Sofia need to keep your focus on your studies. Graduation is coming up very soon and you need to get the best grades possible if you are going to pass the end of year tests and come back next year.”
Oh. I’d forgotten about the end of year tests that determined if you graduated or not. Guess it was easy to forget about such mundane things in light of the news that a literal demon haunted the Academy.
“You’re right,” I said to Night Soldier. “Still, it’s going to be hard to focus on my studies with all of this stuff going on.”
“I know, but you have to,” said Night Soldier. He flashed me a smile. “Your parents would never forgive me if they found out I let your studies slip because I got you involved in something that really doesn’t concern you.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, they wouldn’t be very happy with that, I think.”
Night Soldier dismissed the holographic image of the Demon and said, “Anyway, you may leave now, if you wish. Sea Sister and I have some important, but boring, security issues to discuss. If there are any updates, we’ll let you know.”
I nodded and quickly got out of my chair, saying goodbye to both Night Soldier and Sea Sister as I left the office. Once I stepped out of Night Soldier’s office, I sighed in relief and leaned against the wall to the right of the door.
So not only was Omega Man still missing, the Guardians now had a new leader and were possibly planning to attack the Academy. On top of that, there was a demon running rampant in the secret underground campus that literally none of the students even knew existed. Oh, and did I forget to mention that a dozen G-Men agents were being forced to protect said underground campus, on the assumption that the Guardians might try to attack through there?
The Academy was definitely an ‘interesting’ place.
But Night Soldier ultimately was right. I couldn’t let this news distract me from my studies and the upcoming Finals in the Competition.
And speaking of Finals, it was almost time for my daily training session with Nisha.
So I walked down the hallway of the admin offices, hoping that my training session with Nisha would take my mind off things for a little while, at least.




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Nisha!” I said, bursting through the front doors of the Gym. “So, so sorry for being late! My meeting with Night Soldier went for longer than I expected. I—” 
I came to an abrupt stop when I saw that Nisha was nowhere to be seen.
Instead, Theo stood in the middle of the Gym, wearing his Academy uniform. He was surrounded on all sides by six Training Bots, machines that students could use to train with. You normally could only rent one Training Bot at a time, yet somehow Theo had rented six at once. Guess being the Champion of Team Secret came with its own perks. Reagan, Theo’s mentor, stood off to the side near the dumbbell rack, her arms folded in front of her chest and a smirk on her lips.
The Training Bots were tall and lean. They were all identical in appearance, with smooth, shell-like armor on their bodies, arms, and legs and plastic faces carved to resemble human faces. Personally, though, I thought that their faces made them look more like mannequins than humans, especially because their expressions never changed. The only way to tell them apart was the color of their armor, which was different for each one: Red, white, black, blue, brown, and green. Each one was also named after their color, though the names weren’t that important and had no impact on the Bots themselves.
Having used Training Bots before, I was familiar with how they worked. Their difficulty settings could be changed, from Easy to Human. The higher the difficulty setting, the harder to beat they were. Easy Training Bots were pushovers, so easy that even a normal could beat them, while Human-level Bots were, as their name suggested, almost as smart as humans in combat. I had no idea what difficulty level Theo had set his to, but I suppose it didn’t matter. Taking on six at once was always going to be difficult, even if they were all on Easy. Theo would surely struggle against them in a straight fight.
Theo, however, looked completely unafraid of the six Training Bots. He rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck, but otherwise stood still. He seemed to be waiting for the Training Bots to make the first move, which seemed weird to me. If the Training Bots attacked first, Theo was going to be in big trouble. Granted, he could always teleport out, but it still seemed too risky to me.
The red Training Bot, codenamed Crimson, went first. It raised its right arm, which looked like a stylized flame sword, and brought it down on Theo.
But Theo blinked out of existence and appeared on the shoulders of Crimson. The green Training Bot, codenamed Vermilion, however, swung its ax at Theo, who teleported away again at the right moment, causing Vermilion to behead Crimson. Crimson’s head flew through the air and landed several feet away as its body fell to the ground with a clunk.
As for Theo, he appeared behind Vermilion and swept its legs out from underneath it. Vermilion fell onto the ground, but Theo kicked its face off and the Bot immediately stopped moving. I’d forgotten that you could take out the Training Bots by knocking their faces off.
Even though Theo had taken out Crimson and Vermilion in about ten seconds, that still left the other four Training Bots. Pale, the white Training Bot, swung its sword, thinner and more rounded than Crimson’s, at Theo, who dodged it with a simple backflip. Landing on his feet, Theo teleported and appeared on Pale’s shoulders, where he yanked a knife out of nowhere and slammed it into Pale’s head.
Pale’s skull began to spark and crackle, forcing Theo to teleport away right before it exploded. As Pale’s now-headless body fell down, Theo wasn’t done yet. He ripped its sword out of its hand and ran toward Obsidian, the black Training Bot, which raised its claws to protect itself.
Theo, however, just teleported at the last second and appeared on top of Obsidian. He stabbed Pale’s sword into the back of Obsidian’s neck, but was quickly forced to backflip off of Obsidian as Umber, the brown Training Bot, lashed out with a kick. Umber’s feet—which were basically solid metal bricks—crashed into Obsidian’s face, instantly crushing its face and making Obsidian collapse onto the ground.
Theo was still on the move, though. He stood up and was about to pull out something from his utility belt when Cerulean, the blue Training Bot, launched one of its hooks at him. The hook slammed into his right hand, knocking Theo onto the ground and pinning his right arm to the floor. An alarmed look appeared on Theo’s face as he struggled to rip his hand from the hook, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t free himself.
Umber and Cerulean advanced on Theo, their optics glowing dully as they approached. Although the Training Bots were programmed to never use lethal force against a student for any reason, I couldn’t help but worry about Theo, who was still very small and weak in comparison to the Training Bots. Reagan, however, looked perfectly at ease, as if she knew what was going to happen next.
Cerulean and Umber surrounded Theo, who looked around at them with a look of fear on his face. Then he smirked and pulled a small blinking metal sphere out of his pocket, which he threw onto the floor before either Cerulean or Umber could stop him.
The metal sphere exploded, creating a huge explosion that made me wince. The explosion enveloped Cerulean and Umber, sending bits and pieces of the two Training Bots flying in every direction. I was forced to duck to avoid one of Umber’s feet, while Reagan easily jumped to the side to avoid one of Cerulean’s hooks.
A large smoke cloud now stood where Theo had been standing mere moments ago. It was impossible to see if Theo was still inside it or not. I didn’t see how he could have survived an explosion that big, though. At the very least, he’d have to be seriously injured.
But as the smoke cloud thinned, Theo was nowhere to be seen. Only the twisted, blackened remains of Cerulean and Umber remained, but Theo himself seemed to have vanished completely.
“Theo?” I said. “Theo, where are you?”
“Right behind ya, cuz,” said Theo’s voice.
I whirled around abruptly and found myself face to face with Theo. Or would have, if he wasn’t so short.
“Theo?” I said. “Wha—? How—?”
“Teleportation,” said Theo. “At the last minute, I teleported right before the bomb exploded. If I hadn’t timed it correctly, I would have gotten blown to bits with the bots. Fortunately, my reflexes are on point.”
“They certainly are,” said Reagan as she approached us. “That was easily your best performance against the Training Bots yet, Theo.”
“Thanks, Reagan,” said Theo, brushing back his blond hair, “but honestly, it was a walk in the park. Even at Human Level, those Training Bots are easy to defeat.”
“Those Training Bots were at Human Level?” I said in shock. “All of them?”
“Yep,” said Theo. “All six of ‘em. Although now they’re more like very intelligent pieces of scrap metal.”
“I didn’t know we could destroy the Training Bots,” I said. “I thought we were only supposed to beat them. Night Soldier won’t be happy to see this.”
“Eh, the Academy can afford to replace them,” said Theo with a dismissive wave. “Not like it was my fault they are built so fragile. What are you doing here, anyway, Ash?”
“I thought this was when Nisha and I were going to do another training session,” I said, glancing at my Team Watch. “We usually train at this time.”
Reagan and Theo exchanged puzzled looks before Reagan looked at me and said, “Didn’t Nisha tell you? She’s canceled all of your training sessions between now and the Finals.”
“What?” I said. “No way. That doesn’t make sense.”
“You mean you haven’t heard?” said Theo with an even smugger smirk than usual. “Nisha got injured yesterday.”
“She what?” I said in shock. “Nisha got hurt? How?”
Theo gestured at the smashed remains of the Training Bots. “Nisha was testing out the Training Bots, but unfortunately she raised their difficulty level a little too high and overwhelmed herself. As a result, she got hurt very badly and had to go to the Clinic.”
“Irma says Nisha won’t be released for at least a week,” said Reagan. “If you ask me, though, it sounded like Nisha might be in there a little while longer than just a week.”
My head spun as I tried to wrap my brain around what they were telling me. “But … if Nisha was injured, then how come this is the first I’ve heard of it?”
“Nisha was hurt pretty badly,” said Theo, folding his arms in front of his chest. “I didn’t see the accident myself, but apparently Umber hit her in the head a little too hard. It scrambled her brains a bit. She didn’t sound very coherent the last I heard. That’s probably why she didn’t tell you.”
My head spun even faster when Theo said that. “If Nisha is that badly injured, then what am I supposed to do?”
“Who knows?” said Theo with a shrug. “I hate to be the one to break this news to you, cuz, but you would have learned about it sooner or later. Though the lack of communication between you and Nisha is a bit concerning if you ask me.”
I bit my lower lip. This was a catastrophe. Nisha had promised to teach me more advanced moves related to Construction, moves that might give me the edge I needed over Theo. Yet if Theo was telling the truth—and he had to be, because it explained why I hadn’t seen or heard from Nisha since spring break—then Nisha was in no position to teach anyone anything right now, much less the advanced techniques I needed to learn to win the Competition. With a week before the Finals, to boot.
And, while I would never admit this to Theo’s face, I had to admit that seeing Theo manhandle the Training Bots like that scared me. Theo might have been a first-year, but he was easily one of the most powerful and skilled first-years in the Academy. He had real talent. Granted, I liked to think I was smarter than a bunch of robots, but Theo had obviously learned a lot from Reagan since becoming her student.
“You can still train by yourself, you know,” said Reagan. She was not smirking quite as much as Theo, but she was obviously pleased by this news. “Sure, it might mean you won’t learn as much, but so what? You’re a second-year. I’m sure you won’t have any trouble against a first-year like Theo.”
“You’re right,” said a familiar feminine voice behind me. “She won’t. Because she has me.”
I whirled around to see who had spoken and was surprised to see Sofia standing in the entrance to the Gym. She was leaning against the doorway, her golden eyes fixed on us. She was wearing her Academy uniform, her brown hair spilling onto her shoulders, but right now, she looked pretty cool.
“Sofia?” I said, watching as Sofia pushed herself off the doorway and walked toward us. “What are you doing here? I thought you were busy.”
“I was,” said Sofia as she approached us. “I was busy talking with Nisha who, despite her injuries, is still mostly coherent. And she made me your new mentor.”
“That’s dumb,” said Reagan, glaring at Sofia. “You’re a third-year. Only fourth-years can be mentors.”
“Not quite, Reagan,” said Sofia, shaking her head as she stopped a few feet away from us. She raised her Team Watch so we could all see its face. “See this badge? I’m sure you recognize it, Reagan, because you have one just like it on your Team Watch.”
Curious, I looked closely at Sofia’s Team Watch. The ‘badge’ looked like the symbol of Team Justice, only with an ‘M’ overlaid on top of the symbol itself. I’d never seen this particular symbol before, but because Reagan started when she saw it, I knew it had to be important.
“No way …” said Reagan in disbelief. “Is that a Mentor Badge?”
“Mentor Badge?” I said, looking from Sofia to Reagan and back again. “What’s a Mentor Badge?”
“It’s the official badge given out to the mentors of Champions,” said Sofia. “They identify that a particular student is a mentor to the Champion of their Team. Reagan should have one as well.”
“I don’t get it,” I said. “If the Top Student of a Team is supposed to be the mentor of their respective Champion, why would they need an ID to prove it?”
“Because some people might try to pretend that they are mentors when they are really not,” said Sofia. “But mostly, to make it easier to transfer the title of mentor to another student in case the original mentor can’t fulfill their duties, like Nisha.”
“You sound like you’re quoting the rulebook or something,” said Theo.
Sofia looked at Theo with more than a hint of disdain. “Of course I am. Because I have read it. It’s equally against the rules, I might add, to sabotage the training efforts of your fellow Champions to make it easier for you to win later on.”
I gaped. “Sofia, are you accusing Theo of—”
“It doesn’t matter what Sofia is accusing Theo of,” said Reagan. She put a hand on Theo’s shoulder and pulled him closer to her, glaring at Sofia at the same time. “We were finished with our training sessions today, anyway. We are leaving. See you in the Finals, Sofia.”
“Same to you,” said Sofia without missing a beat.
Reagan snorted before she stomped off toward the exit, with Theo following closely behind her, though not entirely out of his own free will. Reagan was half-dragging, half-guiding Theo toward the exit and soon the two of them disappeared through the Gym’s front doors, leaving Sofia and I standing all by ourselves in the Gym.




CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


I looked at Sofia with trepidation and puzzlement. “Were you implying that Theo might have had a hand in Nisha’s accident?” 
Sofia nodded. “I was. I have no proof, but it makes sense when you consider the facts.”
“What are the facts?” I said. “Theo told me that Nisha was training against Umber when it hit her in the head too hard and caused her to collapse. Then she had to go to the Clinic, where Irma said she’s probably not going to get released for a while.”
Sofia grunted. “Did Theo tell you who found Nisha lying unconscious after she got hit by Umber?”
I furrowed my brows. “Actually, he didn’t, now that I think about it.”
“Conveniently, it was Theo who found Nisha injured and unconscious,” said Sofia. “Not only that but when I took a look at Umber myself later, I discovered that an anonymous person had trained against it about an hour before Nisha tried it out.”
“How did you find that out?” I said in amazement.
Sofia nodded at the reception computer off to the right. “Everyone who wants to use the Training Bots for practice needs to sign in with their Academy Account Number to do it. These records are generally open to the public, but you can have them anonymized if you wish. It’s not that hard.”
“So you think that Theo might have programmed Umber to intentionally harm Nisha to take her out of the Competition?” I said. “Don’t get me wrong. I think Theo is a conniving, two-faced coward, but that seems low even for him.”
“As I said, I don’t have any hard proof,” said Sofia, “but it makes sense based on my investigation. If he knows computer programming, Theo could do it.”
“Have you gone to Night Soldier or one of the teachers with this theory?” I said. “Surely they would be able to figure it out even if we can’t.”
“No, I haven’t,” said Sofia. “Mostly, again, because I don’t have any proof. I’d rather not get on Theo’s bad side if I can help it. I don’t want to cause unnecessary trouble or drama, especially if it really was just an accident.”
I looked at Sofia in disbelief. “The girl who is willing to spread all kinds of false rumors to undermine her rivals doesn’t want to cause unnecessary drama? I know we’re friends now, Sofie, but you do realize how that sounds coming from you, of all people.”
Sofia sighed and looked at her feet. “I know. And I said I’m sorry for spreading those rumors about you. But … I just don’t want to mess things up for you. Or for Team Justice, for that matter.”
“Is that why you volunteered to become my new mentor?” I said skeptically. “Because you care about Team Justice?”
“Partly, but only partly.” Sofia looked up at me again, determination in her eyes. “I became your mentor as a favor to Nisha, who is a close friend of mine. She mentored me when I was a scared first-year, helping me find my way through the Academy. This is how I return the favor to her.”
I looked at Sofia in surprise. “I didn’t know you and Nisha were close friends. Nisha never mentioned you to me.”
“Probably because she knew that you and I didn’t get along very well,” Sofia admitted. “But as soon as I heard the news about Nisha’s accident, I visited her in the Clinic right away. Fortunately, she was conscious enough to talk and make me her replacement, at least until she is released from the Clinic.”
“Which isn’t likely to happen before the Finals,” I pointed out. “Or even before school lets out.”
“Exactly,” said Sofia, putting her hands on her hips. “Which is why we need to get you in shape as quickly as possible.”
I tilted my head to the side. “I appreciate the help, but … you’re just a third-year. Nisha was a fourth-year. I know you’re capable of taking care of yourself in a fight and all, but I’m still not sure that there’s anything advanced that you could teach me. Theo is being mentored by a fourth-year, after all, which is probably how he’s gotten so good recently.”
Sofia smiled triumphantly. “And that, Ashley, is where you are wrong. I may not be as powerful or experienced as Nisha, but that doesn’t mean I know nothing. Everything Nisha wanted to teach you is all right here.”
Sofia held up her Team Watch. “Nisha emailed me a file containing everything she wanted to teach you in time for the Finals. By following this curriculum, I should be able to teach you almost everything that Nisha wanted to teach you. That way, you will be more than prepared to knock out Theo’s teeth the next time you see him.”
I stared at Sofia’s Team Watch in surprise. I hadn’t realized Nisha had been so organized. She must have spent a considerable part of her spring break putting that curriculum together. If so, then that made me miss her even more. Had Nisha somehow guessed that she would not be able to train me when she got back to school? Or had it just been her attempt to organize a bit to make sure I didn’t miss anything?
Regardless, I was happy to know that we had a plan. A small voice in the back of my mind whispered that Sofia’s training would likely still not be as good as Nisha’s. A third-year was not a fourth-year, after all, even if a third-year did have the fourth-year’s curriculum to work on. There was a good chance that Sofia didn’t understand the material on the same level as Nisha. It meant that I was going to be at a disadvantage against Theo no matter what, though maybe not as disadvantaged as before.
But there was no point in ruining the moment. I gave Sofia the thumbs up and smiled. “Sounds good to me. When do we start?”
“Now,” said Sofia, nodding at the center of the Gym. “See? Hector’s just about finished cleaning up the Training Bots.”
Sofia was correct. Mechanical arms that had descended from the ceiling were sweeping up the smoking remains of the Training Bots. In seconds, the remains of the Training Bots were gone, leaving the center of the Gym as clear as ever, aside from the black spot created by Theo’s bomb. The mechanical arms folded back into the ceiling unseen.
Regardless, Sofia and I made our way to the center of the Gym. We took opposite sides of each other, about five feet apart, in the positions that Nisha and I usually took. I felt a little weird standing opposite Sofia like this, but Sofia looked determined to train me. She had apparently opened Nisha’s curriculum on her Team Watch because she was now scrolling through some kind of digital document, her eyebrows furrowed as she read through it.
“Wow,” said Sofia as she scrolled through the seemingly-endless document, “this is some pretty deep stuff. Some of it I recognize from third-year, but much of it is new even to me. No wonder Nisha made such a big deal about making me teach you this stuff as soon as possible.”
“I figured as much,” I said. “But why don’t we start from the beginning? Might be a little less overwhelming than trying to teach it all at once.”
Sofia nodded and scrolled all the way back to the top. Reaching the start of the document, Sofia’s eyes narrowed. “Okay, it looks like Nisha wants me to teach … hmm? She hasn’t taught you that? Interesting. She must not have thought you were ready for it yet.”
“What are you talking about?” I said. “You do know that I can’t read her curriculum from over here, right?”
“Sorry,” said Sofia. She looked over the top of the document at me. “She wanted to teach you how to make your Constructs move independently of you.”
“What does that mean?” I said, scratching the top of my head. “They’re Constructs. How am I supposed to make them move independently of me?”
Sofia reviewed the document again, frowning. “Let’s see … according to Nisha’s document, she says it’s possible to make Constructs exist and move independently of their creator, called ‘Independent Constructs.’ To do that, you need to infuse them with a bit of your energy and essentially ‘program’ them to do what you need them to do. Higher-level Constructors can make Constructs that can do just about anything, but at your current level, Nisha thinks you can only make Constructs that can do simple things, like walk, attack, or defend.”
“Program?” I groaned. “Like a computer? I hate computers.”
“I don’t think it’s exactly the same as computer programming,” said Sofia as she read further along, “but what do I know? I’m not a computer nerd, either. Regardless, Nisha says that learning this skill is the next level for Constructors like you. Normally, it would take a year of serious study and practice before you can make a Construct that can exist and move without you needing to consciously maintain it, but she thinks you can at least learn the basics in a week, especially if you really work hard at it.”
I brushed back my brown hair. “I guess if Nisha thinks I can, then I have no choice. What do I need to do first?”
“First, Nisha says to summon a Construct,” said Sofia. “Any Construct. Big, small, medium, whatever. She does recommend starting with something small, though. Like an arrow.”
Frowning, I looked at the floor and thrust my arm forward. A glowing yellow arrow of light energy appeared on the floor before me, pointing at Sofia like she was a treasure I needed to dig up or something. It was one of the simpler Constructs I could make, requiring very little effort on my part. Indeed, I barely even had to think to do it, which was unlike Arthur, who I needed to put a lot of thought into to make him work.
“Okay, I’ve got a Construct,” I said, looking at Sofia again. “What next?”
Sofia returned her attention to the document. “Okay. Next step, Nisha says that you should put a minimum amount of energy into the Construct. She says to visualize light as gasoline and the Construct as a car. By putting ‘gas’ into your ‘car,’ you ensure that the ‘car’ will be able to drive. A car without gas can’t go anywhere by itself, and likewise, according to Nisha, Constructs can’t do anything on their own unless you first fill them with energy based on the material used to make them.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “Are you sure you’re reading those notes correctly?”
“Hey, I can’t make Constructs like you,” said Sofia, looking at me in annoyance. “If what I say doesn’t make sense, it’s probably because I’m not a Constructor. Just do it, okay?”
I was already liking Sofia as a teacher far less than Nisha but decided to listen to her. If Nisha thought Sofia had what it took to teach me, then I would just have to trust that Nisha knew what she was doing.
Taking a deep breath, I looked at the arrow on the ground before me. I tried to visualize it as a car, which was hard because it looked pretty much nothing like a car. Still, I forced myself to think of my Dad’s car and the multiple times I’d had to fill it up over the summer when Dad was teaching me how to drive.
Then, just like Sofia said, I tried to imagine pouring ‘gas’ into the ‘car.’ That is, putting a ‘minimum’ amount of light energy into the arrow somehow. As soon as I started imagining myself pumping light into my car, I felt something shift in my stomach. It wasn’t like my stomach was going to empty itself, but it did feel a little uncomfortable and made me wonder if I was doing something wrong.
That was when I noticed that the light arrow was growing brighter with every passing second. As well, I felt light streaming from my fingertips into the arrow, even though I couldn’t see it. It was hard to describe how light felt other than ‘warm’ and ‘bright,’ which I knew weren’t very useful descriptors, but it was one of those things you had to experience to truly understand.
But then I started to feel sick to my stomach and instinctively stopped pouring light into the arrow. I clutched my stomach, feeling like I’d eaten something I shouldn’t have and now it was coming back with a vengeance.
“Ugh,” I said as I rubbed my stomach. “I’m not sure it worked, Sofia.”
“How do you know?” Sofia said. “Are you consciously controlling the arrow anymore or not?”
I opened my mouth to answer but then realized that I wasn’t actually thinking about the arrow anymore. Indeed, I was mostly thinking about my stomach, which felt like it was on a ship in a stormy scene.
Yet I forgot all about my upset stomach when I looked down at my feet and saw the arrow glowing as brightly as ever. It looked like I was still maintaining it, even though I was well aware at this point that I was not. It would wriggle every now and then, kind of like a worm, though it wouldn’t make any progress.
I looked up at Sofia in disbelief. “I’m not consciously controlling the arrow anymore. I’m not even thinking about it.”
Sofia clapped her hands together excitedly. “Great! It means you’re catching on. How do you feel?”
“Like I’m about to throw up,” I said, rubbing my stomach. “Is that one of the side effects of making Independent Constructs?”
Sofia consulted the notes again. “Let’s see … ah, here it is. Yes, Nisha says that the first couple of times are the hardest because they make you feel sick even if you are healthy. The strain of channeling energy out of your body into a Construct is something you need to get used to. You can take pain meds and the like to help dull the pain, but she says the pain won’t go away entirely until you master the technique.”
I groaned and looked at the arrow. “So it looks like I’ll need to make even more of these arrows, huh?”
“Probably,” said Sofia. She glanced at her Watch’s time. “But it’s not like you have anywhere better to be, right? If you can master this technique, think of how useful it will be against Theo. This is a fourth-year technique, after all. It could give you the edge you need to win.”
I nodded slowly. “Yeah … yeah, you’re right. I shouldn’t complain about an upset stomach, not when this may be the key to victory.”
Indeed, even as I said that I could already imagine how useful this technique would be in a variety of situations. Not just against Theo, either.
So I said to Sofia, “All right, Sofie. I’m going to summon as many Constructs as I can to try to master this technique. Let’s do this!”




CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


The next week of training seemed to pass in the blink of an eye. At least, that was the only way that I could explain how I went from facing Sofia in the Gym, trying my best to make Independent Constructs without losing my lunch, to sitting in the locker rooms of the Stadium with Sofia, Barrett, and Jake. I was clad in my costume again, just like in the first match of the Competition, and I’d had it cleaned for just this occasion, so it smelled and felt nice on my skin. The roar of the crowd could be heard even in here, though the roar was dulled by the thick walls. 
“You ready for this, sis?” said Jake. He was bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet, a concerned look on his face.
I nodded and balled my hands into fists. “I am.”
“Even if you are not, it’s not like you have any say in the matter,” said Barrett with a dry chuckle. “The Finals are today, regardless of how ready you are.”
That was true. Today was the day of the Finals. It was also the second-to-last day of school. Tomorrow everyone would be heading back to their respective homes and families regardless of how today’s match turned out. Whether I won or Theo won, the school year would be over until September.
That was probably why the tension in the air of the Academy had reached a fever pitch. Especially in Team Justice, where news of Nisha’s injury had spread like wildfire. It had definitely sparked a lot of concern and worry from my fellow Team Justice students, even after I assured everyone that Sofia was keeping my training sessions going without interruption.
It didn’t help that Nisha was still not out of the Clinic yet. I’d heard rumors they were even thinking of sending her to the Hero Island Hospital off-campus, though so far they had not. That seemed a little extreme to me. I’d gone to visit Nisha a couple of times since her injury and she seemed okay to me. Definitely not well enough to return to her classes, much less to our training sessions, but I didn’t think her injuries were enough to justify taking her to a hospital off school grounds.
Nisha was usually in good spirits whenever I visited her, which was about once a week. Despite the obvious pain she was in, Nisha would give both me and Sofia pointers and clarify parts of her notes that didn’t quite make sense to us. I would give her weekly reports on how our training was coming along, while Nisha would give me advice on where or how I could improve my technique. Sofia and I even got into the habit of having Hector record our training sessions and send the footage to Nisha for critique.
And, although I’d made great strides in learning how to make Independent Constructs, Sofia wasn’t kidding when she said it was an advanced technique that usually took a year to master. I had to summon ten different Constructs before the sickening feeling went away. Even after I stopped feeling sick, it still required great effort on my part to fill even a small Construct with enough energy to make it independent. I had managed to more or less master simple, small, basic Independent Constructs like arrows and my hammers, but larger and more complex Independent Constructs like Arthur were still beyond my power.
But it would have to do for now. As Barrett said, the match was going to happen today regardless of whether I was ready or not. Theo had been training just as hard as me, after all. I couldn’t be sure if he felt ready, but knowing Theo, he would say he was prepared even if he wasn’t.
“I sure hope you are ready,” said Sofia with a huff. “We’ve been training every day for three weeks now. If you aren’t ready now, then you’ll never be ready.”
“I know, Sofie,” I said, flashing her a smile. “Don’t worry. You were a good teacher. Even if not quite as good as Nisha.”
That was true. Sofia had turned out to be a surprisingly good teacher, helping me learn how to control my powers and decipher Nisha’s notes during training sessions. Granted, she was a little less patient than Nisha and limited by the curriculum she was forced to use, but I felt like she would have made a great teacher if she had curriculum she actually understood. I even suggested that Sofia might want to consider getting a teaching job at the Academy after she graduated, but Sofia blew off my suggestion and said she didn’t want to be trapped in a room with a bunch of screaming kids for eight hours a day. Which seemed harsh, but I couldn’t disagree with that.
Sofia huffed again. “Sorry I’m not the best fourth-year student in Team Justice. You’ll just have to settle for the best third-year student in Team Justice.”
“Okay, ladies, I think that’s enough bickering,” said Jake, holding up his hands before I could reply. “Remember, we’re all on the same team here. No need to fight each other like this.”
Barrett looked at Jake with a quizzical expression on his face. “No, we’re not. You’re on Team Powers while we’re on Team Justice.”
“I mean we’re all friends here,” said Jake. He pointed at the exit. “We need to remember the real enemy here: Theo. That’s who you guys should be fighting, not each other.”
“We’ve been studying his tactics and powers during our training sessions as well,” I said. “We’ve even got a few counters to some of his most common moves, right, Sofie?”
“Exactly,” said Sofia, throwing her brown hair back. “I’d say we’ve prepared for Theo as much as we can. At this point, the only thing left to do is actually fight him, which should be any minute—”
A loud alarm blared in the locker room, followed by Night Soldier’s voice booming from a speaker hanging in the corner of the ceiling, “Ashley Jason, Sofia Rogers, the Finals are about to begin. Please enter the field now.”
Sofia and I looked at each other.
“Well,” said Sofia, unfolding her arms from her chest, “it sounds like it’s go-time.”
“Agreed,” I said as I stood up and rolled my shoulders to get the stiffness out of them. “Let’s do this.”
“Good luck, sis,” said Jake, giving me the thumbs up. “I hope you crush Theo like paste.”
“But isn’t Theo your cousin?” said Barrett, looking at Jake in surprise. “Why would you wish violence on him?”
“Come on, Barrett,” said Jake, looking at Barrett in disbelief. “You know how annoying he is. I’m just saying what we’re all thinking.”
Barrett shrugged. “I guess I can’t really disagree with that. I’ll admit I’m still annoyed about him mocking me on the first day of school last year.”
Barrett then patted me on the shoulder. “All right, Ashley. I wish you the best of luck. May you represent Team Justice well.”
A thrill went down my spine when Barrett touched me, causing me to nod and say, with a slight stutter, “Uh-uh, sure, Barrett. Thanks. And, er, you, too, Jake.”
With that, Sofia and I the locker rooms and walked out onto the Stadium field.
If the crowds had been loud before, they were even louder now that I was actually out on the field. Teams Justice, Powers, and Mask cheered me on from the stands, especially Team Justice, while Teams Secret, Cape, and Action were cheering Theo on loudly. As usual, Team Secret got a little too excited, with some of their posters reading ‘THEO! SMASH HER TO BITS!’ and ‘THEO IS KING!’
“Theo is King?” I read as we walked. “He’s not actually calling himself the King of Team Secret now, is he?”
“Sure looks like it,” said Sofia. She glanced at me and smirked. “But are you really surprised?”
I sighed. “No, not in the slightest.”
Despite feeling a little overwhelmed by the crowd of cheering students, I waved at them anyway. I spotted Barrett and Jake sitting in one of the front rows, with Jake standing on one of the seats and leading a group of students in a chant of my name.
But I was surprised to see Nisha also sitting in the front row in a wheelchair. She had a blanket on her legs and a pillow behind her head, but she still waved at me happily when our eyes met. I hadn’t realized that Nisha would actually make it out here. She told me yesterday that she hoped to see the Finals in person but expected to only watch the Academy’s livestream instead. Maybe Irma decided she felt good enough to go out, or maybe this was an exception. Nisha certainly was not among the students screaming or jumping around like a madman, but then, she didn’t need to be. Just seeing her sitting there alone was enough to cheer me up.
One student was noticeably absent from Team Justice, though, and that was Courtney. I actually was surprised to see that she was missing. Even though Courtney and I weren’t friends anymore, I thought she would want to show up for the Finals anyway. In the weeks leading up to today, it seemed like all anyone could talk about was the Finals. Even the teachers had seemed incapable of talking about anything else, which sometimes made it difficult to learn because the teachers would get drawn into discussions on who would win and who would lose with the students.
Maybe Courtney was just immune to peer pressure. Or maybe she still hated me a lot and refused to show up out of sheer spite. I couldn’t even be sure that she was watching this match from her dorm.
And why did I care if she was or was not here? Courtney and I weren’t friends anymore. Her presence or absence didn’t matter one whit to me. So why did I feel a little disappointed in the back of my mind that she wasn’t here?
Sofia suddenly nudged me in the ribs and muttered, “Look sharp. His Majesty has arrived.”
I looked ahead and saw Theo and Reagan walking up to us.
Theo, like me, was in full costume. His costume was a silver-and-blue spandex jumpsuit, a thin domino mask covering his eyes. I hadn’t realized how ripped Theo was until I saw him in costume, though, but more importantly, he wore what looked like a paper crown on his head and had a long red cape—like what a king would wear—trailing behind him.
Theo certainly walked like a king. With his chin held high, Theo waved imperiously at his fans in Team Secret, even blowing kisses to his audience. That just made Team Secret go even crazier, with some of the girls even shouting about how hot Theo was. I still didn’t get how Theo had managed to become so popular so quickly. It was almost like he had created a cult in his own Team or something. It was creepy, anyway. If those girls knew Theo the way I knew him, they definitely wouldn’t be calling him hot.
We met in the middle of the Stadium field, as usual. Sofia and I faced Theo and Reagan, who stood before us with their arms folded in front of their chests. Theo, in particular, looked quite smug, grinning at me like he was looking forward to beating me.
“Nice crown,” I said. “Where did you get it? A kids’ meal?”
Theo laughed. “Ah, dear cousin. I guess you haven’t heard, but I’m the King of Team Secret now. It’s only fitting, then, that I should wear what kings wear. My fangirls think I look quite handsome with my crown and cape.”
“Hope you’re not intending to actually wear those during our fight,” I said, eying his ‘regal’ clothing skeptically. “It doesn’t look practical.”
“You’re right,” said Theo. “It isn’t.”
Theo took off his crown and cape and handed them to Reagan, who took them stoically. Without his crown and cape, Theo looked far less impressive, though I couldn’t underestimate him. He may have been shorter and younger than me, but he was still very powerful and skilled.
“Aw,” said Sofia in a sarcastic voice, “I really liked your crown and cape. I thought it looked cute.”
Theo blanched when Sofia said that, but it was Reagan who simply smiled and said, “Cuter than you, absolutely.”
“What the—?” said Sofia. She stepped forward. “You take that back right now, or I’ll—”
Sofia was interrupted when Night Soldier’s holographic form suddenly appeared in the air overhead and said, in a booming voice, “Welcome, once again, to the third and final match of the Intraschool Academy Competition! While the Competition started with six Champions, one from each Team, it has now been narrowed down to two: Ashley ‘Crafter’ Jason of Team Justice and Theodore ‘Steps’ Jason of Team Secret!”
As expected, our fans cheered us on when Night Soldier introduced us. More interestingly, however, was that two holographic images appeared on either side of Night Soldier. On his left was a headshot of me, smiling, while on his right was a headshot of Theo smirking. Our names were written in big, bold lettering under our names, thus clearly identifying us to anyone who didn’t know what we looked like. I wasn’t sure that was really necessary, though. It seemed like everyone already knew who we were, but I guess it wasn’t my place to criticize the Academy’s graphic design choices.
“The Competition has been one of the most interesting events to happen in the Academy in years,” Night Soldier continued. “We’ve seen Champions struggle to succeed, whole Teams come together to support each other, and a spirit of competition and inter-Team rivalry that we haven’t seen in a very long time. I fully believe that the Competition has done exactly what we intended for it to do: Increase school and Team spirit and bring individual Teams and the school itself together.”
I glanced at Theo when Night Soldier said that. There was a lot of truth to what Night Soldier said. I certainly felt closer to my fellow Team Justice students after the Competition. Seeing so many people support me was kind of amazing, especially because I still didn’t know most of them very well. Heck, it even brought me closer to Sofia, which was something I hadn’t seen coming.
On the other hand, it had destroyed my friendship with Courtney, perhaps for good. That didn’t even take into account how Theo may have sabotaged Nisha to get an advantage over me. Plus, I’d seen some negative rivalry between the different Teams, though it did seem like a few jerks who were a little too competitive just ruining it for everyone.
“And now, we have reached the final round of the Competition,” said Night Soldier. “The winner of the Competition will be crowned the Champion of the Academy itself, putting them on par with a Top Student.”
Sofia and I exchanged surprised looks when Night Soldier said that. Top Students were just below teachers in the school’s hierarchy. They were often made aware of changes and upcoming events in the Academy before anyone else, plus had their own special lounge where they could eat meals separate from the other students. The perks of being a Top Student were too numerous to count and were normally only available to six students, one from each Team, who were all fourth-years.
But Theo and I were definitely not fourth-years. Whichever one of us won this match would be able to skip years of schooling and get rewards most of the other students never got. Was this why Theo was so competitive? Did he somehow find out about this reward before I did? His lack of surprise was a hint that he had expected this or knew it was coming.
I eyed Reagan carefully. She also looked unsurprised. As a Top Student, of course she would know about this. Had she told Theo ahead of time? That would explain why he did not seem surprised to learn it. I wondered if that was against the rules or not.
Regardless, Night Soldier was still speaking, saying, “This round will be a little different from the previous rounds, however. While previous rounds consisted solely of the Champions themselves fighting, this time, their mentors will be stepping into the arena alongside them.”
As Night Soldier said that, Sofia and Reagan’s pictures appeared next to the images of Theo and me. Sofia stared up at Night Soldier in surprise, while Reagan simply nodded in acknowledgment.
I was as surprised as Sofia. Even Nisha up in the stands looked taken aback by this new twist.
“It will be a team battle, with both Champions and their mentors partaking,” said Night Soldier. He held up a finger. “But they will not be equal. If the mentors got knocked out but both Champions remain in the match, the match will continue. If one of the Champions is knocked out but their mentor is still in the game, however, the match will end and the surviving Champion will be declared the winner and granted the title of Champion of the Academy.”
Night Soldier looked down at us. “Champions, mentors, take your places now. The Finals of the Competition are about to begin.”
Although I was still processing this information, Sofia and I nonetheless took our spots on the glowing holographic blue circles on the ground. Theo and Reagan stood on red spots that were identical to ours. I faced Theo while Sofia faced Reagan. My eyes locked with Theo’s as Night Soldier counted down to the start of the match.
“On the count of three, the battle will begin,” said Night Soldier. “One … two … three!”




CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


As soon as Night Soldier said three, a loud buzzer echoed in the Stadium, followed by the screams, chants, and cries of the students from all six Teams. 
But I paid no attention to the audience. I summoned half a dozen light spears and sent them flying toward Theo. At the same time, Sofia unleashed a blast of acid at Reagan, which seemed a little excessive to me, but I didn’t really have the time to criticize her choice.
Theo, however, teleported away, dodging my light spears like I expected he would. As for Reagan, she sidestepped Sofia’s acid and raised her fist above her head. Her fist suddenly started glowing like the sun, smoke rising from her knuckles.
I suddenly remembered what Reagan’s power was and shouted, “Sofie! Get behind my barrier now!”
Sofia immediately jumped behind me as I summoned a thick light barrier. And I wasn’t a moment too soon, because, in the next instant, Reagan’s fist exploded. A fiery blast erupted from Reagan’s whole body, slamming into the barrier. The barrier, fortunately, held, although it did shudder under the impact of Reagan’s explosion and probably would have collapsed entirely if I hadn’t been constantly feeding light energy into it.
The explosion faded quickly, leaving a huge cloud of smoke around us that made it darn near impossible to see more than a foot or two in any given direction. We could still hear the cries of the audience, but given how everyone was screaming at the same time, that was more annoying than helpful.
“Dang it,” said Sofia, rising to her feet and dusting off her pants. She looked around the smoke cloud in disgust. “This is exactly why I targeted Reagan first. Now we’ll never find her, especially if she and Theo are using his teleportation powers to get around.”
I couldn’t disagree too much with Sofia. Reagan could make any part of her body explode with the force of a bomb without hurting or killing herself.
That was great for her. It was not great, however, for anyone who happened to be nearby when she exploded. It meant that she could clear crowds quickly or, as she did now, create an explosion to obscure the view of her opponents.
The only reason I knew so much about Reagan’s power was that I did some research on Reagan after the Semifinals when I knew I’d have to fight Theo in the Finals. I’d been curious to know more about Theo’s mentor, although it looked like that information had become a lot more useful than I thought. And not in the way I expected it would, either.
In terms of weaknesses, I wasn’t aware of any, mostly because I hadn’t dug that deep into Reagan’s background. I only knew that she was the Top Student of Team Secret for a reason: Namely, that she had great grades, apprenticed extremely well in SAP, already had a job in the NHA lined up for her after graduation, and—most importantly for our purposes—she had extremely good control over and understanding of her own power.
Which made her an even bigger threat than Theo, though he was still a threat in his own right.
“We need to get rid of this dust cloud,” I said, looking around at the thick dust cloud hanging in the air around us. “Can’t see a thing with all of this dust and smoke.”
“What are you looking at me for?” said Sofia. “I can’t just blow it all away. I don’t have wind-based powers.”
“Doesn’t change the fact that we need to get rid of it,” I said, still trying to spot Theo or Reagan in the cloud. “Maybe I could create a fan made of—”
Another explosion to our right slammed into the barrier, causing it to crack. It would have broken entirely if I hadn’t instinctively increased the strength of that particular spot where the explosion hit. Even then, there were still cracks left in the barrier from the blast.
“What the—?” said Sofia. “Why are there cracks in the barrier? You can fix them, can’t you?”
“My power is based on how much light is in the area,” I said. I gestured at the smoke cloud, which had gotten even thicker in the aftermath of the second explosion. “This smoke is obscuring the Stadium lights, meaning that I have less light to work with and it’s lower quality than normal, too.”
“Dang it,” said Sofia. “Do you think Reagan knows about the limits of your powers and created this smoke cloud to weaken you?”
“Probably,” I said. “Seems like something she would do. And it seems to be working. If she hits the barrier again with another blast—”
Another explosion struck the back of the barrier, making it shatter entirely. The explosion sent me and Sofia flying in separate directions. I flew out of the smoke cloud and landed flat on my face on the ground. I got a mouthful of grass and spat it out, shaking my head and raising it to see the smoke cloud hovering before me. I was still stuck in the cloud, which made me wonder how big it was.
“Sofia?” I said as I slowly rose to my feet. “Sofia, where are you? Sofia?”
“You might want to worry more about yourself and less about Sofia,” said Reagan’s voice behind me suddenly. “Unless you want me and Theo to win, of course.”
I looked over my shoulder in time to see Reagan’s glowing fist flying at me. I summoned a light shield in front of me, which Reagan’s fist smashed into and exploded. Although it was a smaller explosion than the last one, it still sent me reeling. Reagan swung another fist at me, but I jumped to the side, hitting the ground with a roll and rolling several feet away from her.
“You’re quick,” said Reagan, lowering her fist as she turned to face me. “But you can’t keep running away forever.”
Panting hard, I stood up and said, “You assume I’m going to run away forever. You’re wrong.”
“I’m right so far,” said Reagan as her fist started to glow red again. “I just need to land one solid punch and you’re done.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Where’s Theo? I thought I was supposed to be fighting him, not you.”
Reagan laughed. “As if we’d send our only Champion against Team Justice’s Champion. No, Theo is taking care of your fake mentor, Sofia, in the smoke cloud. Once he’s done with her, he’ll come out to help me and then we’ll crush you between us like a vice.”
I bit my lower lip. “You never intended for Theo to fight me, did you? You wanted to fight me yourself.”
“That’s the plan,” said Reagan. “You figured that out pretty quick.”
“Why?” I said. “If Theo is so skilled and talented, then wouldn’t it make sense to send him after me?”
“No,” said Reagan, punching her fist into her other hand. “Fact is that Theo is just a snot-nosed brat who thinks he’s all that. He’s only gotten this far due to my efforts. And if you think, for even one moment, that I’m going to place all of Team Secret’s hopes and dreams on a silver-spoon like him, you’ve got another thing coming.”
“So you’re doing this for Team Secret?” I said. “What are you talking about?”
“You wouldn’t understand,” said Reagan with a hiss. “Team Secret has always been one of the more obscure Teams, while Team Justice has produced a ton of popular and famous superheroes. If Team Secret can win this Competition, however, then we have the potential to turn that totally on its head. Superhero organizations will beg our Teammates to join, while Team Justice will be left in the dust.”
This totally floored me, but it also made sense when I thought about it. “So you’re the reason why Theo managed to get voted as the Champion of Team Secret, even though he’s a first-year who no one knew at the time?”
“Exactly,” said Reagan with a nod. “I’m a computer programmer in addition to being the Top Student of Team Secret. Hacking into the Champion voting system and changing it so that a slim majority of the votes went toward Theo was easy as pie.”
“You hacked the system as well?” I said in shock. “But how did Theo get everyone to like him so much?”
“Just being associated with me was enough,” said Reagan. “As the Top Student of Team Secret, everyone in Team Secret loves me. It was easy to get people to ‘love’ Theo, too, even though he’s really not that likable of a person. Especially when he started winning. That made it even easier.”
I pointed at Reagan. “And Nisha’s accident … was that your doing, too?”
Reagan scowled. “Nisha was too good. You were advancing a lot faster than Theo and in a much shorter time. I realized that if Nisha could teach you how to master Constructs, then Theo might not win.”
“So you did cause Nisha’s accident,” I said.
“I’m not saying I did or didn’t,” said Reagan. “Only that her accident was a fortunate turn of events for Team Secret. And it was even more fortunate that Theo was the one to find her.”
“Because it deflected suspicion off you, right?” I said, feeling my blood boil the longer I spoke to Reagan.
“You can look at it that way,” said Reagan, “if you want. Me, I’m just happy that Team Secret has made it this far. And I’ll be even happier once you have been knocked out of the match and Theo is declared the Champion of the Academy. Once that happens, Team Secret will be on top, where it rightfully belongs.”
I shook my head. I hadn’t realized that Theo was the innocent one here while Reagan was the actual mastermind. I’d have thought it was the opposite way, but it made sense. Theo may have been an annoying spoiled brat, but he wasn’t nearly smart enough to pull off this entire thing by himself. He needed help … whether he realized he had it or not.
“But I think I’ve spoken enough,” said Reagan. She raised her fist again. “Let’s see how you like it when I blow up your face.”
I heard a stifled gasp in the smoke cloud around us. The gasp didn’t sound like Sofia. It sounded like—
“I don’t think I’d like that very much, Reagan,” I said. I raised my hand. “But I think Theo would be very interested in hearing about how you cheated to get him this far.”
“Who cares what that brat thinks?” Reagan shot back. “So long as he fulfills his role as the useful idiot, I don’t care what he thinks or how he feels.”
“Interesting that you should say that,” I said, smiling. “Very interesting.”
“What’s so interesting about it?” said Reagan.
“This,” I said.
I summoned a huge light fan and, before Regan could respond, swung it as hard as I could toward my right. The blast of wind from the fan dissipated the smoke … revealing a shocked-looking Theo standing right where the cloud had been. His goggles failed to hide his shocked eyes. His eyes were locked on Reagan as if he couldn’t quite believe what he just heard.
“Theo?” said Reagan, looking at Theo in confusion and fear. “What are you doing here? I thought you were dealing with Sofia.”
“I couldn’t find her in the smoke,” said Theo. He gestured at me and Reagan. “Then I heard you talking to Ashley and came to investigate.”
Reagan’s shoulders slumped. “How much did you hear?”
Theo looked her in the eyes. “All of it. Especially the parts about me being a stupid, spoiled brat who couldn’t succeed on his own without your help.”
Reagan gulped. “Theo, I didn’t mean any of that. Your cousin baited me into—”
“She didn’t bait you into crap,” said Theo, swiping his arm to the side. “I heard every word you said. It means that I didn’t get this far on my own skills at all. The only reason I got this far is that you cheated and lied and manipulated.”
“It’s in Team Secret’s best interests,” said Reagan hurriedly. “You have to understand.”
Theo’s hands balled into fists. “Oh, I understand just fine. Don’t say another word. You just make yourself sound more guilty with every word you speak.”
Theo glanced at me. “Thanks, cuz. I know we haven’t always gotten along, but I’m grateful you opened my eyes to the truth anyway.”
“No problem, Theo,” I said, a little surprised by Theo’s gratitude. “I don’t like liars very much, either. Especially liars who endanger the lives of other students for their own personal gain.”
Reagan sneered. “Okay, so you found me out. That doesn’t change anything. The rules say that Theo can’t knock me out because I’m his mentor, and I am certainly not going to let a stupid second-year student beat me.”
“It’s true,” said Theo with a sigh. “I can’t attack Reagan without risking disqualification myself. But I don’t know if I want to fight you, either, cuz.”
“I feel the same way,” I said. “Which is funny, because I’ve spent a long time fantasizing punching you in the face.”
Reagan punched her fist into her other hand. “This changes nothing. I will just knock you out, Ashley, and once I do, Theo will be declared the winner automatically. It doesn’t matter if you know the truth. We win. No matter what.”
“Yes, about that,” said Sofia’s voice from within the smoke. “Ashley isn’t quite as alone as she seems.”
Acid shot out of the smoke cloud toward Reagan. Reagan jumped out of the way at the last minute, causing the acid to fall onto the ground. The acid hissed as it ate into the earth, eating away at the grass slowly.
Sofia stepped out of the smoke cloud behind me, her hands held palms out toward Reagan. I could not help but smile when Sofia appeared, which was weird given how, even just a few months ago, seeing Sofia would have made me more aggravated than anything.
“Sofia,” said Reagan with a scowl as Sofia stepped up beside me. “You could have killed me with that dumb acid of yours.”
“Maybe next time, try not to forget me,” said Sofia. “Then you wouldn’t have nearly had your lying face melted off by my acid.”
Theo looked at Sofia in shock while I clapped a hand over my mouth. Even Reagan looked like she had just gotten slapped in the face.
Reagan, however, shook her head and said, “That’s rich coming from you, the biggest liar in the Academy.”
Sofia hung her head. “I know I’ve been a liar in the past. But unlike you, I actually feel regret for the bad things I did.”
“Who cares?” said Reagan. “You’re still a third-year, and not a very good one, either, if the rumors about your grades I hear are true. I’ll take you and Ashley out together if that’s what I need to do.”
Sofia chuckled. “Ah, there’s the problem. How can you knock out either of us when you have been disqualified yourself?”
“Disqualified?” said Reagan. “For what?”
“For cheating, harming another student, and hacking into the Academy’s voting systems,” said a deep male voice in the smoke behind her.
Reagan whirled around just in time to see Night Soldier step out of the smoke. He looked very angry with Reagan, looking angrier than I’d ever seen him before.
“H-Headmaster?” said Reagan with a gulp. “What are you doing here? I—”
“I heard everything, Reagan,” said Night Soldier. He nodded at Sofia. “Sofia used her Team Watch to record and broadcast your rant to the entire Stadium.”
Reagan’s face paled. “The entire Stadium?”
“Yes,” said Night Soldier without missing a beat. “Every student and teacher in the entire Academy now knows about everything you’ve done. And me, of course.”
Reagan gulped. “I-I can explain—”
“You most certainly can,” said Night Soldier. “Off the field.”
Sea Sister and the Fashionista stepped out of the smoke on either side of Night Soldier. They grabbed Reagan’s arms, causing Reagan to shout, “Wait, I’m innocent! It was just a joke. I—”
“I don’t care,” said Night Soldier. “As I said, you can explain off the field. In my office. After the Finals are over.”
Reagan’s mouth fell open, but she didn’t say anything else as Sea Sister and the Fashionista frog-marched Reagan out of the smoke cloud, presumably toward the nearest exit.
I looked at Sofia with respect. “I didn’t know that you could sync the Team Watch with the Stadium’s sound system.”
Sofia brushed back some of her brown hair. “Oh, it’s simple, really. The Stadium sound system is on the Hectornet, just like everything else here. If you understand that, then hooking up your Team Watch to the sound system to broadcast anything—like a certain fourth-year student bragging about all of the cheating she got away with—is dead simple.”
“It isn’t just a certain fourth-year student who will face the music, though,” said Night Soldier. “There’s one more conspirator who also needs to be dealt with. Harshly.”
Night Soldier pointed at Theo. “Theodore Jason. For your part in Reagan’s blatantly immoral and unethical actions, I hereby declare you disqualified from the Competition, thereby making Ashley Jason the Champion of the Academy.”




CHAPTER FIFTY


What?” said Theo, staring at Night Soldier in shock. “Ashley? Why?” 
“Didn’t you just hear what I said?” said Night Soldier in a less-than-patient tone. “You helped Reagan with her schemes. You were an accomplice. Reagan may have been the mastermind behind the plan, but you helped, meaning I have no choice but to disqualify you from the Competition.”
Theo’s eyes were as wide as dinner plates now and his lip was trembling. He looked almost like he was about to cry.
I was torn. On one hand, I didn’t like Theo one bit. If he got disqualified from the Competition because Reagan cheated, then that would be just what a spoiled brat like him deserved.
On the other hand, I knew that Theo was innocent. He had no idea that Reagan had been cheating. He had genuinely believed that the only reason he’d gotten this far was due to his own talents. I’d seen how he reacted when he found out the truth. That wasn’t the reaction of an accomplice who had been caught in the middle of committing a crime. It was the reaction of someone who felt betrayed by a friend and mentor, by someone they thought they could trust.
Would it really be right to let Theo get disqualified just because I disliked him, even though he was innocent?
Hating every inch of myself, I stepped forward and said, “Headmaster, sir, please don’t disqualify Theo. He doesn’t deserve it.”
“Ashley, I know Theo is your cousin, but that doesn’t make him exempt from the rules of the Competition,” said Night Soldier. “Anyone who breaks the rules gets disqualified. Theo knew that going in, which is what makes this revelation that much worse.”
“I’m not intervening because Theo is my cousin,” I said. “Trust me, Headmaster, I couldn’t care less that Theo and I happen to be related by blood. I’m intervening because he’s innocent. He didn’t know that Reagan was using him. He knew nothing about any of her schemes.”
“She’s right, sir,” said Theo quickly. “I learned about Reagan’s cheating at the same time as everyone else. You gotta believe me. I’m telling the truth.”
Night Soldier hesitated. “I … I suppose you did sound surprised when Reagan admitted to cheating …”
“Exactly,” I said. I gestured at Theo. “Theo is a pigheaded, arrogant, snot-nosed spoiled brat, but that doesn’t make him a cheater.”
“Yeah,” said Theo, with a nod. “I am a—Hey, wait a second—”
“True,” said Night Soldier, scratching his chin. He glanced at the audience, which was growing more visible as the smoke cloud weakened. “We don’t have any proof that Theo was actually in cahoots with Reagan, other than the fact that she was his mentor.”
“Plus, you’ve seen how much Team Secret loves Theo,” I said. “Everyone in the school has been looking forward to this match for such a long time. It can’t end on a technicality. What would that do to the school spirit that the Competition was supposed to foster?”
“It would destroy it,” Night Soldier concluded. “It would set us back quite a ways.”
“Yes, it would,” I said, nodding eagerly. “So there are lots of reasons why disqualifying Theo would be a bad idea.”
Night Soldier nodded. “I agree. After listening to your arguments, I will withhold punishment on Theo for now. Perhaps after the Competition is over, we can revisit the issue.”
Theo looked relieved, but he also looked at me in confusion. He was probably wondering why I intervened for him like that, given how we didn’t get along.
But I meant what I said. However annoying Theo might be, he shouldn’t be disqualified on false charges. A person should only be punished for the things they’ve actually done, not what other people have accused them of doing. Certainly not for the actions of people they happen to be associated with.
Which is why I was surprised when Sofia stepped forward and said, “Headmaster, I would like to bow out of the Competition myself, if possible.”
Night Soldier looked at Sofia in surprise. “Why? You haven’t done anything wrong. If anything, it was thanks to your help that we found out about Reagan’s cheating. You deserve to be here.”
“Maybe,” said Sofia, “but it wouldn’t be fair to Theo, as snot-nosed as the brat may be. Theo against me and Ashley seems imminently unfair. If Theo cannot have his mentor, then Ashley should not have hers, either. That way, it will be a true battle between Champions, where both Champions should rely on their skills, powers, and talents rather than those of their mentors.”
“Are you sure about this, Sofie?” I said. “Because you really don’t have to quit.”
Sofia flashed me a mischievous grin. “What? Do you think you can’t beat Theo on your own? I thought you were prepared to go it alone before we found out that the mentors were supposed to help.”
I bit my lower lip. “I mean, I am, but I just think you should stay here.”
Sofia waved a hand at me dismissively. “Don’t try to talk me out of this, Ashley. I know what I’m doing. And I am absolutely sure that you can win this on your own. I’ll just be in the stands cheering you on with everyone else.”
Before I could argue with Sofia about that, Night Soldier nodded. “Very well. If you want to resign, you may be so. You can follow me off the battlefield, but once you’re out, you can’t go back in. Understood?”
“Understood perfectly,” said Sofia with a bow. She patted me on the shoulder. “Good luck, Ash. And don’t mess this up. Or I’ll make you regret it.”
With that somewhat ominous threat, Sofia walked off with Night Soldier toward the nearest exit. Theo and I both watched them go, Theo looking confused, while I felt like my ears were still ringing slightly from Reagan’s explosions.
The smoke cloud had nearly faded away entirely by now, letting us see the students once again. Oddly, everyone had fallen silent at some point, perhaps waiting with bated breath to see how Night Soldier’s confrontation with Reagan would work out.
Then, without warning, Night Soldier’s holographic form appeared in the air over us again. That took me by surprise and caused me to look back at the teachers’ box, where Night Soldier was already sitting down again. Dang, he got up there from the field pretty fast.
“Students of the Academy!” Night Soldier’s voice boomed. “After a brief intermission, I have decided to allow the match to continue. Unlike before, however, it is now only Ashley Jason of Team Justice versus Theodore Jason of Team Secret. Sofia Rogers of Team Justice and Reagan Almond of Team Secret have both been removed from the match for different reasons. Thus, it is now a true battle between the Champions. Ashley, Theodore, you may resume your battle as soon as possible.”
I nodded and summoned a light hammer. I whirled to face Theo, saying, “Okay, Theo, it’s just you and me now. Let’s—”
I stopped talking, however, when I saw Theo had fallen on his knees onto the ground. He was staring at the grass with wide, empty eyes. He looked kind of like Cora’s uncle Brett, who had PTSD from his time in the army. Only I was pretty sure that Theo didn’t have PTSD from anything.
“Uh, Theo?” I said, lowering my hammer. “Are you okay? Night Soldier said we can continue fighting.”
Theo looked up at me. His expression was now totally despondent, with a long frown on his face, his lower lip trembling again.
“Why?” said Theo. “What’s the point?”
“The point?” I repeated. “Um, so we can figure out who the Champion of the Academy is going to be—?”
“That’s not what I mean,” said Theo, shaking his head. He looked at the grass again and sighed. “I am not sure I am supposed to be here.”
“What do you mean?” I said. I felt my temper spike. “If you mean you actually were aware of Reagan’s cheating this entire time—”
“No, nothing like that,” said Theo. “Though it does relate to her cheating: If the only reason I made it this far is that Reagan cheated, then does that mean I’m supposed to be here at all?”
I hesitated. “Well, I mean, you won the last two matches, right? Of course you should be here.”
Theo shook his head dramatically. “Possibly because of Reagan’s cheating. I mean, I wouldn’t even be here at all if Reagan hadn’t hacked the Academy’s voting system and made me the Champion of Team Secret. That means I’m not supposed to be here at all.”
Uh-oh. I hadn’t realized that Theo learning the truth about how he got into the Competition would completely destroy his self-worth. And I wasn’t quite sure what to say, either.
It was true. Theo wasn’t supposed to be here. I wasn’t sure who would have won if not for Reagan’s hacking, but it wouldn’t have been Theo. That was for sure.
“Even worse, it means that Team Secret didn’t vote for me,” said Theo, looking at his hands. “From start to finish, my stint as the Champion is a fraud. I mean, how can I fight when I don’t have my Team behind me?”
“Is that why you fought so well before?” I said. “Because you felt like you had the support of your Teammates?”
Theo nodded and sniffled. “Yeah. Honestly, Ash, that was what drove me a lot this year. Knowing that my Team was behind me, that my Teammates had seen something in me that maybe I didn’t even see in myself … it was what I needed, especially when I had doubts about myself. But now? I realize I never had it in the first place.”
Theo suddenly stood up. He took a deep breath and shuddered. “I think I am going to resign. You can be the Champion of the Academy, Ashley. You deserve it far more than me.”
“What?” I said. “But we’ve barely even fought.”
“I know,” said Theo glumly, “but what is the point in fighting a fake Champion? So if you’ll excuse me, I will—”
Theo was interrupted by a huge shout from the crowd. The chanting was so loud and sudden that even I looked up at the stands to see where it had come from.
It was Team Secret. Every single member of Team Secret was standing tall, holding up their painted signs and slogans as they chanted, “Theo, Theo, he’s our man! If he can’t beat Ashley, then nobody can! Go, Theo!”
“Are they …” Theo gulped. “Are they chanting my name?”
“Yeah,” I said, looking at Theo. “Your Teammates are chanting your name.”
“Why?” said Theo. He blinked away tears. “Didn’t they hear about Reagan’s cheating?”
“They did, but you know what? I don’t think they care,” I said. “They support you anyway because of what you represent to them. You represent Team Secret’s best chance at becoming a major Team. If you can win this match, then your victory will help everyone in Team Secret.”
Theo sniffled. “They still support me, even knowing the truth about how I got here … mind-blowing …”
Tears formed in Theo’s eyes, making me think he was about to start crying for real this time.
Instead, however, Theo wiped the tears from his eyes and waved happily at Team Secret and shouted, “Do not worry, my Teammates! Although we may have lost Reagan, I will make sure to crush Ashley like the bug she is and bring glory to Team Secret!”
Team Secret went wild at Theo’s short, impromptu speech. Me, I thought that Theo had gone to the opposite end of things, but decided not to argue with him right now. I was just glad that he no longer seemed depressed.
Theo looked at me, his old confidence flaring in his eyes again. “So what are we waiting for, Ash? Do you still want to fight me, the Champion of Team Secret?”
I smiled and raised my hammer in front of me. “Sure thing. As the Champion of Team Justice, I would like that a lot.”
“Then get ready, cuz,” said Theo, raising his fists, “for the toughest challenge you have ever faced in your—”
The ground rumbled all of a sudden, trembling hard enough to shake the whole Stadium. Students and teachers alike cried out in surprise, with some looking around in fear while others were thrown from their seats due to the sheer strength of the tremors.
“W-Why is the Stadium shaking?” said Theo, looking around in alarm. “Is this part of the Finals?”
Windmilling my arms around in an attempt to stay upright, I said, “No, but I’m not sure what it is.”
As soon as those words left my mouth, the center of the Stadium field exploded upward. Dirt and grass flew everywhere as something zipped out from the large hole that now existed in the ground. I summoned a couple of barriers around me and Theo, protecting us from the thick dirt clumps that flew everywhere. Some of the dirt and grass even got onto the front row students, though most of the students didn’t get pelted with dirt.
“What the—?” I said. “An explosion? Reagan?”
“No,” said Theo. He pointed up with a single trembling finger. “Someone much worse.”
Puzzled, I followed Theo’s finger until I saw exactly what he was pointing at.
Hovering in the air in the middle of the Stadium, looking like he had stepped out of a time capsule perfectly preserved, was Omega Man himself.




CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


This was the very first time I’d ever seen Omega Man in person. I’d heard plenty of stories about him, seen lots of pictures and video, but nothing—and I do mean nothing—could have prepared me for the actual thing. 
I always thought Dad was the strongest superhero in the world, but now I knew why Dad always said Omega Man was stronger. His body was practically all muscle, with bulging biceps, huge pecs, legs as thick as logs, and shoulders that looked like boulders. His red-and-blue costume only accentuated his muscularity, while the huge red O on his chest stood out like a signal.
His features were chiseled. You could tell he was definitely middle-aged, but he was a middle-aged man who had taken care of himself. A line of gray ran around the base of his dark hair, while his skin was shockingly youthful. His chin looked like it could cut someone, while his nose was what Mom would call aquiline, a word I never thought I’d use to describe another human being, but there you go.
A strange-looking metal crown, with three blinking red lights set into it, stood on his head. Yet his eyes were what caught my attention. They glowed an unnatural green color, reminding me of the eyes of Slasher the Super Smasher back in the Maze.
Oh, and those scary, unnatural green eyes?
They were looking directly at me.
“What the heck?” said Theo, staring up at Omega Man with disbelief in his eyes. “That can’t possibly be Omega Man himself, can it?”
“I … I think …” I shook my head. “I don’t know what to think.”
Theo and I most certainly weren’t the only shocked people in the Stadium. A shocked silence had fallen over every single student in the stands, with all eyes fixed on Omega Man. Even the teachers seemed speechless. Professor Hernandez had even fallen out of his chair, but he didn’t seem to care.
No one did.
Because when a living legend suddenly interrupts your carefully-planned tournament match, you really don’t care about anything else.
Omega Man, for his part, did not say anything. He simply hovered in midair, his eyes still fixed on me. I had no idea why he was staring at me. You’d think I’d feel better about coming face-to-face with the greatest superhero who had ever lived, but honestly, I felt like I was staring into the eyes of a very angry, very hungry bear that had a special taste for humans.
In a flash, Omega Man flew down toward me, his fists swinging. He moved way too fast—faster than even Jake—for me to dodge.
But then shadow tendrils suddenly emerged from the hole in the ground and wrapped around Omega Man’s arms and legs. Omega Man jerked to a halt, but only for a moment. Without paying any attention to the tendrils holding him, Omega Man slowly but surely flew toward me.
Frankly, I was still too shocked to move until a familiar voice said, “Ashley, what the hell are you doing? Run!”
Snapped out of my surprise, I looked at the hole in the center of the field and saw Shade climbing out of it. She looked awful, however, her face bruised, her costume ripped and torn in several places, and a clear, crimson trail of blood running down from the crown of her head to her chin.
“S-Shade?” I said. “What you—”
“Run, dang it!” Shade screamed. “I can’t hold back Goliath forever! He’s too—”
Without warning, Omega Man snapped the shadow tendrils holding him back and continued flying toward me. At the same time, however, Theo appeared in front of me, grabbed my arm, and then yanked.
In the blink of an eye, Theo and I found ourselves standing next to Shade. We didn’t get a chance to ask her anything, however, because Omega Man crashed straight into the spot where I’d been standing mere moments before.
It was like a meteor had struck the ground. A shockwave exploded from the impact, knocking Shade, Theo, and I over. The impact of Omega Man’s crash caused the entire Stadium to sway and shudder. Dust fell from the rafters as the seats shuddered and groaned under the stress. A huge dust cloud exploded into the air from Omega Man’s crash, obscuring Omega Man from view.
Screams of terror suddenly erupted from the stands. Students began screaming and running toward the nearest exit, trampling each other in their mad scrambled to get away from the apparently crazed Omega Man. Security guards, led by Chief Barney, tried to force some order on the fleeing students, but it looked like they were having trouble.
As one, Sea Sister and the Fashionista leaped down from the teachers’ box and began helping coordinate the students. The other teachers disappeared into the exit behind their seats, presumably taking a safer approach to the stands. I caught a glimpse of Night Soldier telling Professor Hernandez something as they ran out of the box, but I was too far away to hear what it was.
In any case, I got to my feet and looked at Shade. I pointed at the hole in the field. “What the heck happened down there?”
Shade smiled grimly at me. “We found Omega Man, of course.”
“You found Omega Man?” said Theo. He squinted at Shade. “Hey, I recognize you. You’re with the G-Men, aren’t you?”
“Yes, I am,” said Shade sardonically. “Thanks for the observation. Smart one, here.”
“I mean, what actually happened down there?” I said. “You obviously did a lot more than just find Omega Man. You made him angry.”
“Hey, it’s not my fault,” said Shade. “When he woke up, he just went berserk and killed about half of my agents and maimed the rest. You think I’m stupid enough to anger Omega Man?”
“What?” I said in shock. “Omega Man killed half of your agents?”
“I think so,” said Shade. “Kind of hard to tell because I was too busy trying not to get killed myself. Hogarth is missing, but it doesn’t matter. I’m pretty much the only agent still active, which is why I’ve been trying to restrain Omega Man.”
“Back up,” I said. “Where did you find him?”
“In a level underneath the Underground itself,” Shade replied. “Found it while rooting through the Gym. Turns out he was actually underneath the Academy after all. That is, the Underground Academy.”
“Underground Academy?” Theo repeated. “What’s that?”
I forgot that Theo knew nothing about the Underground Academy situation or how Omega Man played into it. Unfortunately, there was no real time to explain, so I ignored his question for now.
“So you found him underneath the Underground,” I said. “And what was he doing, exactly—?”
“Sleeping in a pod,” said Shade. She looked at the huge dust cloud created by Omega Man’s crash. “Or so we thought. Somehow he woke up and then started going on a rampage. Tore a swath through the Underground before making his way to the Underground Stadium, where he literally punched his way through the ceiling. I tried to restrain him all the way, but—”
Shade was interrupted when Omega Man suddenly stepped out of the dust cloud. Aside from his dirtier-than-normal costume, Omega Man looked entirely unscathed, which was impressive given how he had flown into the ground at a million miles an hour without a helmet or anything to protect his skull. His eyes were glowing green and still focused on me.
“Uh-oh,” I said, taking a step back. “I think he’s after me.”
“What makes you think that?” asked Shade sardonically. “Did you annoy him or something?”
Before I could answer that, Omega Man took another step forward. He raised his fists, but then froze in place. A surprised look came over his sharp features as he looked down at his immobilized body in confusion.
“Apologies, Omega Man,” said a familiar high female voice behind me, “but this is for your own good.”
I looked over my shoulder to see the Fashionista walking toward us. Walking on either side behind her were Sea Sister and Night Soldier. Sea Sister had her harpoon at the ready, while Night Soldier was unarmed, making me wonder what he thought he could do against Omega Man.
“Fashionista?” I said. “Are you restraining Omega Man?”
“Yes,” said the Fashionista with a slight hint of strain in her voice. “His costume is still made of fabric, after all. Omega Man might be strong enough to destroy entire cities, but even he can’t fight against his own clothing.”
“It does seem to be working,” Theo said, glancing at Omega Man, “much better than those shadowy tentacle things—”
“Shadow tendrils,” Shade corrected. “The proper term is ‘tendrils.’ Not ‘tentacles.’ I’m not that kind of girl.”
Theo looked at Shade in confusion. “What?”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Night Soldier, stepping forward with a dismissive wave of his hand. He pointed at me and Theo. “The other teachers are evacuating the students from the Stadium. You two need to join them.”
“But the match—” said Theo.
“Will wait until Omega Man is stopped,” Night Soldier finished. “The lives of our students are infinitely more important than some silly competition. Life cannot wait.”
“But Omega Man is after me,” I said, putting my hands on my chest. “I don’t know why he’s after me, but if I leave, he’ll just follow me wherever I go.”
“That’s why we’re going to immobilize him,” said Night Soldier. “Until then, you and Theo need to leave with Sea Sister. Shade, the Fashionista, and I will keep Omega Man from going anywhere.”
“Why?” said Theo, glancing over his shoulder at Omega Man. “It looks to me like you’ve got Omega Man pretty well restrained already. What, are you afraid he will rip his clothes off or something?”
As if on cue, a loud rip suddenly came from Omega Man. A definite split ran down the middle of his costume, a tear that partially revealed his ripped chest. His thighs and biceps bulged against his sleeves and pants until Omega Man’s clothing practically exploded off of him, leaving him completely and totally naked.
Not that there was time to look, though. Without his clothes restraining him, Omega Man shot forward like a bullet again. Night Soldier raised his fists, but he didn’t need to defend us or himself because a wave of flame suddenly poured down from the sky. The fire enveloped Omega Man, causing him to grunt, but he didn’t stop.
At least not until a freaking dragon came out of nowhere and body-slammed Omega Man. The blow sent Omega Man flying into the walls of the Stadium. He actually smashed into and through the walls, causing a portion of the Stadium seating to collapse. Fortunately, by this time all of the students had safely evacuated the Stadium, though I still winced when the seats collapsed on top of him.
Looking up, I saw Barrett in his golden dragon form flying toward us. Sitting on his back were Sofia and Jake, who waved down at us as Barrett flew in close. When Barrett got close enough to the ground, Jake jumped off his back and landed in a perfect three-point landing on the ground before zooming over to us.
“Ash, you okay?” said Jake, looking at me with concern. “Did Omega Man harm you?”
“No,” I said as Barrett touched down a few feet away, allowing Sofia to jump off him safely. “I’m fine. Just a little shaken is all.”
“What are you three doing here?” said Night Soldier, causing Jake to look at him as if he had forgotten Night Soldier even existed. “All students are supposed to evacuate the Stadium.”
“And leave Ash at the mercy of a man who can level cities?” Jake said. “With all due respect, sir, I left sis alone once and she nearly died. I’m not gonna repeat that mistake again.”
I knew that Jake was talking about when Joey and I fought Parasite in the Auditorium last year. I couldn’t help but smile when Jake said that. He really was an awesome little brother.
“We agree with Jake,” said Barrett, now in his shirtless human form, as he and Sofia approached us. “We know how dangerous it is, but that’s why we had to come.”
“Exactly,” said Sofia. She pointed at Barrett. “You saw Jake and me flying on Barrett. We figured that Barrett could carry all four of us out of here himself, leaving you guys to deal with Omega Man.”
Night Soldier blinked. “That’s … actually not a bad plan at all.”
“Yeah,” said Sea Sister. “I wish I’d thought of it myself, honestly.”
“So what are we waiting for?” said Shade. “You kids get out of here. Leave this to the adults.”
“Oh, those kids are not going anywhere, freak,” said an eerily familiar voice from the hole in the center of the Stadium. “No. You are going nowhere … except to your death.”
A long, metallic platform rose slowly out of the hole in the center of the Stadium. It rose higher and higher, seemingly propelled by rockets of some sort.
But it wasn’t the platform that caught my attention. No, it was the group of people standing on the platform who concerned me.
Twelve Guardians of Humanity stood, guns at the ready and standing in a straight line, on the platform. Bloodbath stood before them, her arms folded behind her back, her expressionless mask staring at us.
Yet that wasn’t even the worst part of it. No, the worst part—the part that helped me know that we were screwed—was the other figure standing beside her:
Overkill, the former leader of the Guardians of Humanity, stood beside Bloodbath as if he had never died in the first place.
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Overkill?” said Shade in horror, staring up at the Guardians hovering over us. “But … how? You’re dead. I killed you myself.” 
Overkill chuckled. “I would worry less about how I cheated death, freak, than how you are going to cheat death.”
The sound of shifting rubble behind us made us look over our shoulders. Omega Man had emerged from the ruins of the stands he had destroyed. He was still stark naked, yet his skin was miraculously unscathed despite the lack of clothing on his body. His hair was a little mussed, but that was a pretty minor thing given how he had been body-slammed by a literal dragon and had hundreds of pounds of metal and stone crash down on top of him.
Omega Man did not immediately rush to attack us. He stood stock-still, but his green eyes were no longer on me.
No, they were focused on Overkill, an expectant look on his face.
“Wonderful,” said Theo under his breath. “This must be the rock and hard place I’ve heard lots of people get stuck in between. Never imagined I’d find myself in this exact scenario, though.”
“Imagine more, mutant boy,” said Overkill, “because that’s the only way you freaks are leaving this place alive.”
“I don’t get it,” I said. “Shade is right. You’re dead. I saw her behead you with my own eyes.”
Overkill laughed. “Did you seriously think that that was me? My, you freaks are even dumber than I thought.”
“That guy we killed wasn’t you?” said Shade in alarm. “Then who was he?”
“Of course he wasn’t,” Overkill snapped. “Did you honestly believe that the great Overkill, leader of the Guardians of Humanity, was a white-trash hillbilly idiot from Alabama? The actual Overkill comes from a much higher pedigree.”
“Then who was the Overkill we killed?” said Sofia uncertainly.
“A body double,” said Overkill. “I’m not an idiot. I knew the G-Men would infiltrate our meeting and try to kill me. So I ordered one of my body doubles pretend to be me. His helmet, however, did have a camera and microphone, allowing me to see and say everything that he saw and said.”
“We didn’t even know you had body doubles,” said Shade. “Never even crossed my mind to consider that.”
“Of course it didn’t,” said Overkill. He pointed accusingly at us. “Arrogance is the hallmark of your kind. It’s right there in your name. ‘Super.’ You think your kind is innately superior to us ‘normals,’ hence why you are so easy to fool. You think that we are ants, but you fail to realize that we are termites, eating away at the foundation of your home until it collapses on you in the middle of the night.”
Overkilled gestured at Bloodbath. “Bloodbath was always in on my plan. She knew from the start that I would ‘die’ and that it would be up to her to pull the Guardians together. Even the infighting was all faked, an act put on by my trusted lieutenants following Bloodbath’s orders.”
“That explains why the Guardians didn’t actually kill each other,” said Shade in realization. “I thought the reports of your ‘infighting’ seemed tame, but I didn’t realize it was all fake.”
“One hundred percent, freak,” Overkill said smugly. “It was a grand performance put on by some of the best actors money can buy. And you all fell for it, hook, line, and sinker. Truly, hubris will be your downfall.”
“But why?” said Night Soldier. “Why go through all of this trouble to fake your own death?”
“Because I had another plan I needed to work on without interruptions,” said Overkill. “It was quite simple. I realized that I could never finish my actual plan so long as the G-Men and others kept trying to kill me. It meant focusing more on survival than victory. So, naturally, I decided not to survive at all.”
“And what is your ‘actual’ plan, then?” said Shade. “If you don’t mind me asking?”
“I do not,” said Overkill. He gestured at the ruined Stadium. “This was my actual plan: The complete and utter destruction of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans.”
“Omega Man,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at him. “You’re controlling him somehow.”
“Correct,” said Overkill. “And this entire plan started when I found Omega Man in the Underground about a year ago now.”
“How did you find him?” said Shade. “Everyone from the G-Men to the NHA has been looking for Omega Man for ages, yet somehow you managed to find him before any of us. How?”
Overkill put his hands on his hips. “It was an accident, really. I was looking for a way to sneak into the Academy unseen when I discovered the tunnels to the Underground. Then I was attacked by a strange, demonic creature, forcing me to run. I discovered a secret tunnel in the Gym, where I hid from the demon. That is when I found Omega Man sleeping in his pod like a baby.”
Overkill snapped his fingers. Omega Man flew toward Overkill and hovered beside the platform, his sightless green eyes staring down at us.
“I considered killing him initially,” said Overkill, stroking the chin of his mask. “It would have been ridiculously easy. He was completely defenseless, totally at my mercy. Plus, can you imagine the blow it would have dealt to the ‘super’ community if they saw the corpse of one of their legends plastered all over the Internet? It was tempting to kill him there and then.”
“But you didn’t,” said Night Soldier.
“Obviously,” said Overkill. “I decided that was too simple. Killing Omega Man would have been satisfying, but only in the short-term. Long-term, it would do nothing about the actual problem: Namely, the continued reproduction and education of your kind.”
Overkill lowered his hand and looked at us. “Currently, there are fourteen million freaks like you worldwide. Some studies even estimate that the ‘super’ population is set to reach one percent of the global normal population over the next ten years, while others put the number as high as two percent. That would be an order of magnitude larger than your current population, tens of millions of more supers, ‘heroes’ and ‘villains’ alike.”
Overkill shook his head. “Humanity is barely able to deal with only a few million of you. Any more, and humans will become endangered, if not extinct outright. Therefore, I’ve decided to look long-term and deal with the problem directly: Slaughtering as many freak brats as I can.”
“You want to kill kids?” said Theo in horror. “You’re insane.”
“Yes, but it’s consistent with what the Guardians have done so far,” I said. “These are the same people who tried to kill Ronny. There’s no low they won’t sink to.”
“It’s not about morals,” said Overkill. “It’s about survival. It’s about progress. And humanity cannot progress and become the space-faring species it is destined to become if it’s too busy dealing with the aliens among us here on Earth, namely, you freaks.”
Overkill gestured at Omega Man. “And this is where Omega Man comes in. He’s under my control, meaning I can make him do whatever I want. And I want him to kill every child in the Academy, starting with Ashley Jason.”
“It’s a brilliant plan,” said Bloodbath, rubbing her hands together eagerly. “Wiping out the next generation of supers with their own legend … it would cripple the super community and make them ripe for the picking.”
“It’s beyond insane,” said Night Soldier. “It’s evil.”
“There’s nothing evil about fighting for progress, Night Soldier,” said Overkill. “Great men throughout history were often demonized in their day by their contemporaries who didn’t understand their greatness. When the dust settles, history will remember the Guardians of Humanity as the vanguard of human progress and civilization and supers as the evolutionary errors that you are.”
“Fat chance,” said Shade. “That would require people actually remembering a sick freak like you.”
“Oh, people will remember me, one way or another,” said Overkill. “What matters is: How will they remember me? As a hero? Or as a villain? I am betting on the former, but if I have to write the history books myself to ensure it, so be it.”
“How did you even gain control over Omega Man in the first place?” I said, glancing at Omega Man. “Mind-control powers?”
“Don’t accuse me of having powers, girl,” Overkilled snapped. “As a normal, I have only science to support me. And it is science I used to control Omega Man. See that crown on his head?”
Squinting, I noticed the crown I’d seen before. Sitting on Omega Man’s head, hugging his temples tightly, was a metallic gray band that kind of looked like a crown. Three glowing red lights were set equidistant from each other on the crown.
I had no idea what the device was, but Shade apparently did, because she gasped and said, “Where did you get that Crown?”
“Crown?” I said, looking at Shade in confusion. “You’ve seen that before?”
“Shade has not merely seen the Crown before,” said Overkill, “but has used it herself. It was, after all, a device the G-Men tried to keep to themselves.”
“It’s a mind-control device,” Shade explained to me, “but for the record, the G-Men didn’t make it.”
“You most certainly did not,” said Overkill. “The Crown was created by a supervillain known as Hybrid nearly twenty years ago. Based off of the Pokacu neurotransmitters that the Mother World used to control its minions, the Crown allows a person to control the minds and bodies of whoever is wearing the device. It gives a person complete control over another individual, including supers like Omega Man.”
“Even though we didn’t make it, we did have it in storage,” Shade admitted. “We confiscated the device from its creator when Hybrid was arrested a long time ago. I’d almost forgotten about it since then, mostly because we didn’t do anything with it. Didn’t know it had been stolen, though.”
“And it is your ignorance that will destroy you,” said Overkill with another chuckle. He raised a remote control with a red button on it and waved it mockingly at us. “With this remote, I control Omega Man through the Crown. If you can destroy this remote, then you would free Omega Man from my control.”
“Why are you telling us this?” said Barrett. “Do you want us to try to destroy the remote or something?”
Overkill hid the remote behind his back. “No. I merely want you to understand the hopelessness of your situation. You cannot reason with Omega Man. You cannot hope to appeal to his ideals or principles. All you can do is hope that he kills you relatively painlessly.”
“And why me?” I said. “Why is Omega Man after me, specifically?”
“Because you and your family are the worst examples of supers I can think of,” said Overkill. “By killing you, it will send a message to your parents—and the parents of other students—that no one is safe. Whether you’re the children of famous supers or unknown normals, all will die. It is the only way forward.”
Overkill pointed at us. “But I’ve spoken enough. Once you are all dead, I will order Omega Man to destroy the entire school. And after that … well, there are plenty of other schools for freak brats like you. Perhaps I will have Omega Man demolish them, too.”
I gulped. I’d always known Overkill was crazy and evil, but it seemed like he had gotten even worse since his faked death. Not that there was much we could do about it, though. With Omega Man on his side, Overkill was dang near invincible. And that didn’t take into account his fellow Guardians, who all likely carried powerless guns and other weaponry which they could use to kill us.
Overkill pointed at us once more. “Omega Man. Kill them. Now.”
Omega Man nodded once and then shot down toward us. I raised my hands, hoping to summon a barrier to protect us when the ceiling of the Stadium exploded open and something shot down in between us and Omega Man. Omega Man slammed hard into the strange object that had come out of nowhere, a surprised look appearing on his face as he struggled against his new opponent.
I couldn’t blame him, because I was surprised to see a second Omega Man, too.
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This second Omega Man was a good deal taller than the first Omega Man with even bigger muscles. His skin and costume were made of the same dull gunmetal gray metal, while his cape ran down the length of his back. The second Omega Man’s joints creaked under the pressure of Omega Man’s fists, but he held him back regardless. 
“It’s the Omega Sentinel!” said Jake, pumping his fist. “Awesome! I mean, not as awesome as Omega Man himself, but this time, yes!”
I had forgotten about the Omega Sentinel. The Omega Sentinel was a huge statue of Omega Man himself normally standing in front of the Auditorium. In truth, it was actually a robot that could come to life to defend the Academy from any and all threats. The last time I saw it, Parasite had been in control of it. Now, however, the Omega Sentinel seemed to be fighting on our side, which was nice. Even nicer was the fact that it was made of Indestructonium, meaning even Omega Man couldn’t break it if he tried.
“Good,” said Night Soldier. “It means Dean followed my orders and activated the Omega Sentinel in time.”
Overkill looked briefly surprised by the Omega Sentinel’s appearance, but then he pointed his gun at us and shouted, “Shoot to kill, men! Shoot to kill!”
The Guardians opened fire on us, their powerless pellets and bullets shooting past the Omega Sentinel. I instantly summoned a thick barrier of light, using the sunlight streaming in from outside to make it extra powerful. The bullets and pellets of the Guardians smashed into my barrier but failed to pierce it, protecting us from their assault.
“Good thinking, Ash,” said Jake. “Should keep us safe.”
“Only for a while,” said Night Soldier grimly. “Once the Guardians realize their guns are useless against your barrier, they’ll probably come down to deal with us themselves.”
“What are we supposed to do about it?” said Theo in a high-pitched voice etched with fear. “Run?”
“The plan is still the same,” said Night Soldier. “You kids evacuate the Stadium on Barrett while Sea Sister, the Fashionista, Shade, and I help the Omega Sentinel take down Overkill and the Guardians. Your safety is still paramount.”
I shook my head, however. “No, Headmaster, we can’t run. So long as Overkill controls Omega Man, I will never be safe anywhere.”
“That’s nice and all, Ash, but you do realize that this is Omega Man we’re talking about, right?” said Sofia nervously. “You know, the strongest superhero ever? The guy who could probably kill everyone in the Academy without even thinking about it?”
“We don’t need to beat him,” I said. I pointed at the Crown on Omega Man’s head. “We just need to destroy the Crown. If we can do that, then the Guardians won’t be able to control him anymore.”
“In theory, yes, that would work,” said Night Soldier, “but in practice, that is suicide. There is no way that Omega Man would ever let any of us get close enough to touch his Crown, much less destroy it.”
“I agree,” said Shade. “I don’t even want to try sneaking up on him and I’m no pushover myself.”
“But we have no choice,” I said. “Running away won’t solve the problem and I doubt the Omega Sentinel can stop Omega Man. Either that or try to steal the remote from Overkill, though that’s even less realistic.”
“Ashley has a point,” said Sea Sister. She tightened her grip on her harpoon. “If Omega Man leaves the Stadium while still under Overkill’s control, it’s game over not just for the Academy, but the world. We need to get that Crown off him somehow.”
Night Soldier bit his lower lip. “I still don’t want you kids risking your lives.”
I opened my mouth to argue with Night Soldier, but then Shade put her hands on my and Sofia’s shoulders and stepped between us. Sofia and I looked at Shade in surprise, but Shade was looking at Night Soldier rather than us.
“Hey, they’re not just kids,” said Shade. “They’re my apprentices. And if they want to fight, then let them. Isn’t that what SAP is about? Teaching kids how to deal with real-life situations that superheroes have to face every day? This certainly seems like an educational situation to me.”
Night Soldier frowned. “Even if I allow you to keep Sofia and Ashley here, the other kids need to go.”
“Not unless I also make them into apprentices,” said Shade.
Night Soldier’s frown deepened. “That’s not how SAP works.”
“Actually, it is,” said Shade. “The fine print says that a SAP superhero can pick any student to be their apprentice. No restrictions. See?”
Shade tapped her watch and a holographic document appeared, apparently the contract for the SAP program. Night Soldier scanned it quickly, his frown becoming so deep it looked almost permanent.
“It does say that,” said Night Soldier. He looked at Sea Sister. “Why does it say that?”
“Because I tricked you guys into agreeing with that clause,” said Shade as she closed the document. “Just in case I find myself in a situation like this.”
Had to admit, I did find it kind of amusing how Shade had managed to fool Night Soldier like that. Night Soldier didn’t look very happy at all, but he nodded and said, “Fine. I guess it’s too late to evacuate them. Especially with the Guardians shooting at us.”
“Hold on a second,” said Theo, holding up a hand, “I never signed up for this. I don’t want to die.”
“You won’t, silly,” said Shade with a shake of her head. She patted him on the shoulder. “In fact, you’re going to play a very important role in my plan.”
“You have a plan?” I said. “To do what?”
“Free Omega Man, of course,” said Shade. “You also have an important role to play, by the way.”
“Just spit it out already,” said the Fashionista in annoyance. “It isn’t like we have all the time in the world to mess around.”
Shade waved her hand quickly. “Okay. The plan is simple: Immobilize Omega Man long enough to take the Crown off his head and then let him go to town on the Guardians for us.”
“We know that’s what we need to do already, Shade,” said Night Soldier in a short tone. “Unless you have an actual, concrete plan to share with us—”
“But I do,” said Shade, putting a hand on her chest. She gestured at me. “First, Ashley and I will use our powers to try to restrain Omega Man. While Omega Man is restrained, Theo here will teleport onto his shoulders, remove the Crown, and then teleport off. Without the Crown controlling his mind, Omega Man will be back to normal and the Guardians will be screwed.”
“So that’s why you wanted the kids here,” said Night Soldier with a scowl. “You needed them for your plan.”
“Duh,” said Shade. “What, did you think I just wanted to babysit a bunch of angsty teenagers?”
“What about the rest of us?” asked Barrett. “What’s our role in the plan?”
“Easy,” said Shade. “The rest of you attack the Guardians. Keep the Guardians distracted and make absolutely sure that none of their powerless pellets come our way. At a minimum, we need me, Ashley, and Theo to pull off this plan, so none of us can afford to lose our powers. Otherwise, the plan is completely screwed and we will all definitely die horrible deaths.”
Theo gulped. “I-I am not sure I want to get too close to the angry naked man who can destroy cities.”
“Please?” asked Shade with puppy dog eyes. “Can’t you do it for me, at least?”
Theo blushed, but gulped again and said, “I-I suppose I could since you asked so nicely—”
“Good,” said Shade. She looked at everyone. “Any objections?”
“Other than the fact that it probably won’t work and we’ll all die?” said the Fashionista. “No, none at all.”
“We don’t have another plan,” I pointed out. “The odds of this one working are slim, sure, but better than the alternative.”
“Ashley is right,” said Night Soldier. “It’s far from ideal, but then, life isn’t ideal, either. We just need to make do with the cards we were dealt. I say we go with Shade’s plan.”
“Excellent,” said Shade, clapping her hands together. She looked at me. “Ashley, on the count of three, I will need you to lower your barrier. While everyone else is distracting the Guardians, you, Theo, and I will go directly for Omega Man himself.”
“Are you sure we’ll be able to do that?” said Theo, glancing up into the air. “The Omega Sentinel seems to be taking care of Omega Man just—”
A loud crunch sound interrupted Theo all of a sudden and the Omega Sentinel—with a large, fist-shaped dent in its chest—went flying past overhead. The Omega Sentinel crashed into the remnants of the stands, its optics blinking rapidly. Although the Sentinel appeared to be functional, it looked like it might not get up for a while.
With a gulp, I looked up and saw Omega Man, in all his naked glory, holding his fist out. He was breathing in and out hard, his teeth ground together so tightly that they looked like they’d fused together. Clearly, Omega Man hadn’t been happy about having to waste time fighting the Omega Sentinel.
“On second thought, might as well drop the barrier now,” said Shade. “Everyone! Go!”
I nodded and dropped the shield. As soon as I did, our group split. Shade, Theo, and I went toward the mind-controlled Omega Man, while Sofia, Barrett, and the rest ran straight toward the Guardians. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Barrett transform into his dragon form again and shoot toward the Guardians, breathing fire on their platform and forcing them to scatter. One unfortunate Guardian, who was a bit slower than the others, failed to evade Barrett’s flames and fell off the platform, screaming and on fire, into the open pit underneath.
But I didn’t care. It looked like my friends were distracting the Guardians well.
Which meant that there was no one to stop us from trying to steal the Crown from the big, angry naked man who could probably break all three of us in half without thinking about it.
Omega Man did not seem to notice or care about the fact that his allies were under attack. His glowing green eyes fixed on me and he raised his fists, only for four shadow tendrils to shoot out from underneath him and wrap around his limbs. Without warning, the shadow tendrils slammed Omega Man into the ground.
“Now, Ashley!” Shade screamed. “Bind him!”
I didn’t need to be told twice. I thrust my hands out and summoned four thick clamps made of light, which closed tightly around Omega Man’s form. The clamps pinned Omega Man to the ground and his arms and legs together. Omega Man grunted and struggled, but his limited movement made it impossible for him to free himself.
“Theo!” Shade said. “Get him now!”
Theo nodded and disappeared, reappearing an instant later on Omega Man’s back. Theo reached down to remove the Crown, but when his fingers touched the Crown, Theo seized up and screamed.
“Theo?” I shouted. “What’s the matter?”
“I-It hurts!” Theo cried out, his body spasming. “E-Electric shocks … must be a trap—”
A gunshot went off and Theo was knocked off of Omega Man and sprawled across the ground until stopping a few feet away. A bloody bullet hole appeared in his chest, likely where he had been shot.
“Theo!” I shouted again in horror. “No!”
“Nice plan, brat,” came an all-too-familiar voice, “but you don’t legitimately think I’m that dumb, do you?”
Shade and I looked to the left to see Overkill walking toward us. Behind him, I could see my friends still fighting his Guardians. It was hard to tell who was winning from here, but it looked like our side was slowly overwhelming them.
But it didn’t matter if Overkill managed to free Omega Man. Omega Man was easily worth a thousand of us. Therefore, we needed to stop Overkill before he could free Omega Man.
At least, that was what my rational mind said. My emotional brain went into overdrive when I saw Theo get shot. I had no idea if Theo was still alive or not. It was hard to tell from here.
What I did realize, however, was that I needed to kill Overkill. No matter what.
With a yell, I summoned half a dozen light spears and shot them at Overkill. Overkill, however, ducked and dodged, weaving around them as easily as if he did this every day. Shade summoned a dozen of her own shadow tendrils to try to grab Overkill, but Overkill dodged them just as easily. He suddenly kicked off into the air, rockets exploding from his feet, flying over us.
When Overkill was directly above us, he pulled out what looked like a silver grenade and hurled it at us. I raised my hands to summon a light barrier, only for Shade to suddenly grab me with one of her shadow tendrils and toss me to the side.
With a yell, I flew through the air and landed hard on the ground. Spitting blood out of my mouth, I looked up just in time to see the grenade fall directly on Shade’s head and explode.
Rather than envelope her in flames, however, a huge cloud of powerless gas exploded around her. Shade instantly disappeared in the yellow cloud, although I could hear her choking and gasping for air within. A second later, Shade staggered out of the cloud, her clothing, hair, and skin stained slightly yellow from the cloud.
Then Overkill landed before her and punched her in the face hard enough for a loud crack to be heard. Shade instantly collapsed onto the ground, blood leaking out from the corner of her mouth. She seemed to be alive, if just barely.
With Shade out of commission, her shadow tendrils holding down Omega Man dissipated. That left only my clamps, which still held Omega Man down. But Omega Man, perhaps sensing that the tendrils were gone, renewed his efforts to free himself. Knowing I couldn’t beat Overkill and hold Omega Man down at the same time, I quickly poured a whole chunk of light energy into the clamps so they could exist independently of me.
With that done, I summoned a hammer and Light Armor around my body. Knight armor made of shining light appeared over my body as I raised my hammer up defensively.
“Interesting,” said Overkill. “You couldn’t do that the last time I saw you.”
“I’ve picked up a few tricks since our last encounter,” I replied. “Only this time, I’m not going to let you touch me.”
Overkill laughed. “Technically, that wasn’t me who touched you, but that’s fine. I know how your powers work. It’s only a matter of time before you lose the ability to hold down Omega Man or your shiny armor breaks. Let’s see which happens first.”
Overkill fired several bullets at me in rapid succession. I summoned a shield made of light and blocked them all, though their impact was still bone-jarring. I wasn’t used to being shot at, so I nearly dropped my shield.
Overkill suddenly rocketed into the air over me. He landed behind me and slashed at me with a dagger-like knife which I just barely managed to block with my hammer. Overkill, however, swung his dagger at me hard, each blow sending a jolt down my arm. Even though Overkill was just a normal, he was really strong, much stronger than me. I hated being a teenage girl sometimes.
I blocked his knife with my hammer, but then Overkill swept out my legs from underneath me without warning. I fell down onto the ground, dropping my weapons, but then Overkill stomped down on my chest and pulled his gun out and pointed it at my face.
Desperately, I summoned Arthur, who materialized right in front of Overkill. Shocked, Overkill raised his gun, but Arthur was faster. Arthur stabbed Overkill in the stomach, the blow causing Overkill to cry out. But Overkill nonetheless wrenched himself off Arthur’s blade and staggered backward, while Arthur moved past me, slashing and stabbing at the wounded Overkill in an attempt to drive him away from me.
Breathing hard, I rose to my feet. Although Overkill had hit me pretty hard, he was still a normal and apparently wasn’t aware of the full range of my powers. That was good. Between me and Arthur—who Overkill couldn’t hurt even if he wanted to—we might just be able to win this.
Four snaps in rapid succession destroyed that idea instantly.
I looked in the direction from which the snaps had come … and saw Omega Man standing again, his eyes glowing green with absolute rage.
And that was how I knew we had just lost.
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Omega Man, however, didn’t come at me. He rushed toward Arthur and smashed Arthur to pieces with a single punch. Feeling Arthur get blown to bits felt like getting hit in the face with a thick rubber band, the blow causing me to stagger backward. 
At the same time, Omega Man turned to face me and rushed forward. I raised my shield at the last minute and put as much light energy into it as I could.
It wasn’t enough.
The impact of Omega Man’s fist against my shield reverberated across my whole body. The shield shattered, but so did my hammer and even my Light Armor. I was sent flying, the world and ground trading places rapidly until I slammed into the ground hard enough to hear something break. What it was, though, I couldn’t tell you because it felt like everything was broken.
Honestly, I almost thought I was dead, that’s how much it hurt. Probably the only reason I didn’t instantly die was that my Light Armor and shield took the brunt of the blow.
But dang … if that was how it felt to get punched by Omega Man while wearing my Light Armor, I couldn’t imagine what it would have felt like to take the punch without it. I probably would have been completely wiped from existence.
Even so, I propped myself up on my hands and elbows. My head spun. My skull felt like it was about to crack in half. It might have already for all I knew. I couldn’t even think straight. It was even worse than when I used my powers too much and my condition flared up. That would have been a relief in comparison to the pain I felt now.
I heard footsteps walking toward me and raised my head just enough to see Overkill and Omega Man walking approaching. Omega Man reached me first and, grabbing me by the neck, lifted me off the ground as easily as if I was a kitten. His tight grip choked off most of my air but didn’t quite kill me yet. Omega Man’s sightless green eyes stared up at me with not even a hint of emotion, like he was a robot rather than a human being.
Overkill stepped up beside him. His expressionless mask meant I had no idea what his face looked like, but his body language suggested he felt really smug right now.
“I’ll give you credit, freak,” said Overkill. “Your plan to get Omega Man’s Crown almost worked. Almost. And now, you and your friends will die. See?”
My eyes flicked to the side. My friends were still fighting the Guardians, but it looked like they were having trouble. The Fashionista had apparently been knocked out at some point, while Night Soldier and Sea Sister were fighting four Guardians back to back. Barrett was struggling to keep up with two nimble Guardians who peppered his body with bullets and slashes, using their smaller size to make it harder for his huge dragon form to keep up. Jake was also knocked down, while Sofia stood over his body, using her acid blasts to keep Bloodbath and a handful of other Guardians away.
Omega Man’s grip tightened on my neck again, making me gasp. I looked at Overkill, who tilted his head to the side.
“Here’s the thing to keep in mind, girl,” said Overkill in a deadly low voice. “When it comes to dealing with the Guardians of Humanity, ‘almost’ is never good enough.”
Omega Man’s grip on my neck tightened again. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen first: My neck snapping or me choking to death from a lack of air. At this point, both seemed equally possible. Maybe they would both happen at once.
Then, without warning, a laser beam came out of nowhere and slammed into the side of Omega Man’s head, striking his Crown. The Crown sparked and shuddered, causing Omega Man to grunt and drop me unexpectedly like a bag of potatoes. I fell roughly at Omega Man’s feet as Omega Man clutched his head with both hands, groaning in pain.
“What the—?” said Overkill in shock. “Where did that come from?”
“Me,” said a familiar female voice I hadn’t heard in a while.
Raising my head, I saw Courtney standing several feet away, her glasses lowered as smoke rose from her eyes. She was still in her Academy uniform, her body trembling with terror as she confronted Overkill. Despite that, however, the steely gaze in her eyes told me that Courtney wasn’t going to run anywhere anytime soon.
“C-Courtney?” I managed to eke out. “M-Must be dreaming …”
“No, Ash,” said Courtney, shaking her head as she raised her glasses to her face. “I’m really here. And I’m also really sorry.”
I blinked. “You’re here? W-Why? The teachers—”
“I sneaked in without them noticing,” said Courtney. “When I saw what happened at the Stadium on our TV at the dorm, I knew I had to save you.”
I couldn’t believe it. Here I had thought Courtney would never want anything to do with me, yet here she was, confronting Overkill and Omega Man, despite orders from the teachers to stay put. There was no way in heck she could ever hope to beat them, but seeing her here at all was amazing in and of itself.
“Hmm,” said Overkill, looking at Omega Man. “His Crown is damaged, but still functional. Omega Man.”
Omega Man immediately stopped clutching his head and stood straight. Even so, the grimace on his face told me that the damaged Crown was causing him some pretty bad pain.
“Good,” said Overkill, nodding. “You still listen to your master. I will have to get your Crown fixed, but it should be functional enough for what I need you to do right now.”
Overkill looked at Courtney and chuckled. “You were wise to try to destroy the Crown. If you did that, you would have surely freed Omega Man. But you wasted your one shot and missed. Pathetic girl.”
Omega Man suddenly turned to face Courtney, who shrank back in fear. I raised my hand and said, “Courtney, run! Omega Man has no free will. Overkill controls him. Get out of here before—”
Overkill’s boot came down on my hand, causing me to scream. I looked up at Overkill, who looked down at me through his faceless mask.
“Silence, freak,” said Overkill in a disgusted voice. He pointed his gun at my face. “While Omega Man kills your friend, I will finish you off myself. It’s been a while since I last killed a super. Congratulations. You get to be my fortieth kill.”
Overkill looked at Courtney again. “Once again, I have to congratulate you on your plan. But you would have far more luck saving Omega Man if you had had this rather than try to destroy Omega Man’s Crown.”
Overkill raised the remote above his head, high enough for Courtney and I to see. Courtney didn’t try to shoot it out of his hand, however, perhaps because Omega Man stood in the way. Probably a good idea. If Courtney tried to shoot the remote, Omega Man would probably kill her instantly. Not to mention Overkill’s gun was still pointed at my head. He’d shoot me as soon as Courtney so much as flinched.
That was when Theo appeared on Overkill’s shoulders, grabbed the remote out of his hands, and smashed it agains Overkill’s helmet as hard as he could. The remote smashed into pieces against Overkill’s helmet, while Overkill himself staggered forward from the impact of the blow. He had enough sense to try to reach for Theo, but Theo jumped off his shoulders, landed beside me, and grabbed me.
A second later, Theo and I reappeared next to Courtney, who jumped at our sudden appearance.
“Whoa!” said Courtney, looking at us in surprise. “Warn me next time, okay?”
I shuddered and looked at Theo. “Theo? You all right?”
Theo looked pretty bad. His skin was paler than normal, while his blond hair was messy and covered in dirt and grass. The bloody bullet hole on his chest had bled all over his costume, staining its fabric. It looked like it took all of his strength just to stand.
Theo, however, nodded. “I-I am all right, cuz. Just good enough to save the day.”
“Impossible!” Overkill’s voice exploded across the Stadium, causing us to look over at him. Overkill was glaring at Theo. “I thought I killed you!”
Theo grinned weakly. “Afraid it will take a lot more than a mere bullet wound to kill the King of Team Secret.”
Overkill’s fists shook. He immediately raised his gun, aiming it at us. “It doesn’t matter. Whatever powers you brats may have, you’re still just brats. I could kill you with my bare hands if I wanted to, but I think I’ll make your misery short and shoot you.”
Just as Overkill pulled the trigger on his gun, a huge, muscular hand grabbed his arm and yanked it upright. Overkill’s gunshot rang throughout the Stadium, making us wince, but the bullet simply flew into the air out of sight harmlessly.
Overkill looked at the figure who had grabbed him. So did Theo, Courtney, and I.
It was Omega Man. The Crown was still on his head, but the lights no longer glowed red. Indeed, it looked entirely nonfunctional, a realization which seemed to dawn on Overkill, if his trembling meant anything.
Omega Man’s eyes had stopped glowing green. They had returned to their normal black, but his expression was one of cold fury. He stared into Overkill’s faceplate with sheer hatred and anger in his middle-aged features. There was not one hint of fear in Omega Man’s eyes, body, or expression.
“Overkill,” said Omega Man in a soft but firm voice, “did you know that I have a special hatred in my heart for monsters who harm children? Especially super children?”
“I-Impossible,” said Overkill. “You shouldn’t be able to remember who I am. The Crown’s effects on the mind mess with your memories.”
“No, it doesn’t,” said Omega Man, keeping his tone calm, in stark contrast to Overkill’s panic. He tapped the side of his head with his free hand. “While you controlled me, I was aware of everything going on around me. I heard everything you said. More importantly, I know what you tried to make me do, what you tried to use me to do. And I am not very happy about it.”
A loud snap echoed through the Stadium as Omega Man tightened his grip on Overkill’s arm, causing Overkill to drop his gun. Overkill, to his credit, didn’t scream, but he did groan and spasm under Omega Man’s grip.
“Normally, I’m not one to take vengeance out on my enemies,” said Omega Man, “but I am willing to make a special exemption just for you.”
With that, Omega Man pulled his free fist back and drove it directly into Overkill’s stomach.
Overkill exploded. Literally. When Omega Man’s fist slammed into his stomach, Overkill’s entire body practically evaporated. It was like one moment Overkill was there, and the next, he wasn’t.
The only part of Overkill that remained was his right arm, which was now connected to nothing, blood dripping from the stump as Omega Man held it above the ground.




CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


Then Omega Man tossed the arm to the side and cradled his head in his hands. 
“Ugh …” Omega Man said, rubbing his temples. “Terrible headache …”
I stared blankly at the spot where Overkill had once stood. Even seeing Omega Man’s overwhelming power before, I was still floored at how he basically erased Overkill from existence. It made me more thankful than ever that my Constructs had protected me from Omega Man’s earlier punch. Or maybe Omega Man had been subconsciously holding back when he punched me earlier.
“Ha,” said Theo beside me, cracking a grin. “Stupid … stupid idiot deserved … deserved it …”
Theo’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and he fell face forward onto the ground. He twitched a couple of times before going very still, blood leaking out from his stomach.
“Theo!” I said, grabbing him. “Theo, no, please, please don’t die.”
Courtney knelt beside Theo and checked his pulse. “He’s still got a pulse, but it’s very weak. He’ll probably die if we don’t get him medical attention fast.”
A shadow fell over us and I looked up to see Omega Man standing above us. A soft, concerned expression appeared on his face as he looked down at Theo.
“Is he okay?” asked Omega Man, looking from me to Courtney and back again. “The boy, is he still alive?”
“Y-Yeah,” said Courtney, who was blushing fiercely for some reason. “H-He is. But he’s also very weak and needs medical attention fast.”
“I see,” said Omega Man with a nod. He clapped his hands together. “I can’t heal him myself, but …”
Omega Man flipped Theo over. Ripping off the lower half of Theo’s shirt, Omega Man tied it around Theo’s chest, making sure to tie it extra tight to keep the blood from leaking. “There. That should keep him from losing more blood, at least. But you two need to get him to the Clinic. The Academy does still have a Clinic, yes?”
“It … it does, yes,” I said, nodding.
Omega Man nodded. He stood up and turned away from us. “Good. Now, if you will excuse me, there is a lot of garbage for me to clean up.”
In a flash, Omega Man ran toward the others. It looked like neither the Guardians nor my friends had realized that Overkill was dead or that Omega Man was free of his control. They would find out in less than a minute, though.
And they did. Omega Man immediately smashed to pieces one of the Guardians trying to kill Barrett, his presence shocking the other Guardian long enough for Barrett to bathe him in fire. Bloodbath raised her gun to shoot Omega Man, but Night Soldier slammed his fist into her helmet hard enough to smash it to pieces.
That was pretty much how the rest of the battle went. With Omega Man on our side, the Guardians’ didn’t stand a chance. And I didn’t feel sorry for them, either. They had it coming.
“Uh, Ashley?” said Courtney, causing me to look at her. “Shouldn’t we try to get Theo to the Clinic as Omega Man said?”
“Oh, right,” I said. I stood up, ignoring the pain in my body. “Yeah, I should be able to make a stretcher. Let’s see …”
A stretcher made of light appeared underneath the unconscious Theo, complete with wheels. With me on one side and Courtney on the other, we rushed toward the nearest exit as quickly as we could.
Unfortunately, our progress was slowed considerably thanks to the damage caused by Omega Man. The uneven ground forced us to slow down and move more carefully than normal to avoid dropping Theo. Even so, we kept up a good pace, walking as quickly as we could despite the uneven terrain.
As we walked, I looked at Courtney. “Why did you come back to save me? I thought we weren’t friends anymore.”
Courtney let out a deep breath. Without looking at me, she said, “That’s why I said I was sorry earlier. Sorry for being jealous and petty and letting something as stupid as a school competition ruin our friendship.”
I pursed my lips. “I’m glad you’re sorry, but you picked a fine time to try to make amends.”
Courtney looked at me with pleading eyes. “I know. I should have done this earlier. But I was stupid and stubborn. I didn’t realize how much I still cared about you until I heard about the Guardians’ attack on the Stadium. That’s when I realized I still liked you as a friend and didn’t want you to die or get hurt.”
I bit my lower lip and looked away from her. “Do you still hate me because my parents are famous supers and you’re not?”
Courtney didn’t answer right away, but when she did, she said, “I … I didn’t really mean that. I mean, I sort of did, but … it’s hard to explain.” Then Courtney sighed and said, “No, it’s not, actually. I am jealous of you, Ash … or at least I was.”
We had reached the nearest exit by now and were making our way through the locker room to the main lobby of the Stadium. Thankfully, the Stadium lobby was in better condition than the field, so we could move a bit quicker, though the flickering lights didn’t help my mood one bit.
I looked at Courtney as we stepped out into the Stadium lobby. “You’re jealous of me?”
“I am,” Courtney admitted. She adjusted her glasses nervously. “Ever since we met, I always wanted to be you. You’re everything I want to be. Your parents are supers, you have a cool power, you’re popular, and way prettier than me. No one looks at me twice.”
I nodded, looking at our surroundings. The Stadium lobby looked mostly unharmed, though I was displeased to see that the main exit was blocked by rubble. Perhaps we could use the back exit. “I gathered that from the last conversation we had.”
Courtney winced when I said that. “Yeah, I said some pretty bad stuff last time. Again, I’m sorry. I just … I want to be special. And you becoming the Champion, something that I wanted to do, was the last straw for me.”
I huffed as we turned Theo’s stretcher around and began walking toward the back exit. “Glad you realize how ridiculous you sounded. When you listed off all of my supposed ‘privileges,’ you forgot to mention that I was born with an incurable condition that will kill me by the time I turn twenty-one.”
Courtney winced again. “Yeah, well, as I said, I’m sorry. I don’t know if there is any way I can make it up to you what I did. Because I really want to be friends again.”
Dang it. I didn’t want to forgive Courtney. I didn’t want to let her off the hook. Yes, it was probably just petty meanspiritedness at this point, but Courtney had really been cruel to me for no reason other than she was jealous. If she expected me to forgive her after all that …
Well, she was right.
All I had to do was look at Courtney and see that she really did regret breaking our friendship. Those weren’t crocodile tears. She was one hundred percent genuine.
Plus, she had gone out of her way to save me from Overkill. Freaking Overkill. Most adult superheroes didn’t want to fight him and yet Courtney, a seventeen-year-old girl who had barely any experience fighting supervillains, had decided to challenge him. She put her own life on the line when she didn’t need to just to save my own. How could I not forgive her after that? I’d end up looking like the jerk here if I didn’t forgive her, not her.
With a sigh, I looked at Courtney. “Courtney, you weren’t the only one in the wrong, either. I shouldn’t have said what I said to you that night. I should have tried to reach out to you sooner. It’s not my fault I got chosen to be Champion, but maybe I could have been better about it.”
“It’s fine,” said Courtney with a wave as we walked down the hallway at a quick pace. “I’m just glad that we’re friends again.”
Courtney smiled at me when she said that and I smiled at her. Despite the pain in my body, I couldn’t help but feel happy knowing that we were friends again.
I redoubled my grip on Theo’s stretcher. “With that out of the way, why don’t we get my little cousin some help before he bleeds to death?”
Courtney nodded, still smiling. “Of course.”
With that, we made our way to the back entrance, which was fortunately not blocked off from debris. And as we stepped out into the sun and were immediately accosted by the teachers, who asked us a million questions about what was going on in the Stadium at once, I could not help but feel like the future looked bright after all.




CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


Saturday, May 30th, 7:01 AM, 2037 … 
A loud knock at the door caused me to start, followed by Jake’s voice saying, “Hey, Ash! We’ve got some visitors who want to see you. Get your lazy butt out of bed and get down here. Oh, and put on some clothes, too. Mom’s orders.”
Groaning, I shouted back, “Who in God’s name wants to see me at seven in the morning?”
“You’ll see,” said Jake’s smug voice. “See ya!”
I heard Jake zoom down the stairs away from my door, his laughter following behind him. Grumbling under my breath about having to wake up so early despite it not even being a school day, I nonetheless threw my blankets off my legs, got out of bed, and started the process of getting dressed. Without knowing exactly who it was, I decided to go with a red t-shirt and jeans, a universal uniform fit for all occasions.
Of course, I couldn’t head down before doing my hair first. So I stood in front of my mirror and grabbed my hairbrush. Before I started brushing my hair, however, I noticed a photo wedged in the upper right corner of the mirror.
It was a photo of me and Courtney. We stood side by side, big smiles on our faces. It was taken at the end of the last day of our first-year at the Academy. Even though that had been a little over a year ago now, it seemed like a lifetime ago. I felt like Courtney and I both looked so much younger in this photo like it had been taken five years ago rather than one.
Seeing Courtney’s smiling face reminded me about the Academy and what happened after Courtney and I left the Stadium.
We were immediately accosted by the teachers who had evacuated the students from the Stadium. Harden and Professor Hernandez escorted us back to the Clinic, especially after they saw Theo. Irma, thankfully, didn’t even hesitate. When she saw us wheel in Theo, she immediately took him to one of the Clinic’s rooms and went to work on him, stitching up and cleaning his wounds. She asked me and Courtney a million questions about Theo’s health the entire time, which surprised me. It also reminded me why Irma was the Academy’s nurse. She may have been a normal, but she was also one of the best doctors I’d ever had the pleasure of knowing.
Thanks to her efforts, Theo survived. Oh, he was extremely weak, could barely talk, and seemed to be in terrible pain, but he didn’t die. Which I was immensely grateful for, which was funny if you think about it. I used to think I didn’t care much for Theo but seeing him almost die made me realize I care about him more than I thought. He was, after all, family, even if he could be annoying at times.
The remaining Guardians, though, were much less lucky. With Omega Man on our side, the Guardians didn’t stand a chance. Surprisingly, Omega Man did not kill all of them. He only beat them to within an inch of their life and then handed them over to the G-Men for imprisonment and trial. Apparently, Omega Man’s main beef had been with Overkill himself, not with the Guardians in particular.
In any case, the G-Men showed up in droves the next day, along with a bunch of NHA and INJ agents. The whole campus was practically crawling with superheroes by the time Dad picked up me and Jake. Dad nearly joined them himself but didn’t because Mom wanted us all home.
As for the Competition, Night Soldier declared Theo and me the Co-Champions of the Academy because the match technically ended in a tie. I didn’t mind that. It made sense. The match had been interrupted, after all, and Theo was in no shape to do a rematch anytime soon. With the Stadium itself practically destroyed, there really wasn’t anywhere on campus that we could have held a rematch.
It didn’t really matter, anyway. I was just happy that both Theo and I survived.
But that had been a week ago. I’d spent the last week or so mostly sleeping in my room while occasionally hanging out with my family. I hadn’t heard any news from the Academy, other than the entire campus had been locked down while the G-Men, NHA, and INJ scoured it for any Guardians who may or may not be hiding somewhere. I suspected they really just wanted to search the Underground Academy without anyone noticing. As far as I knew, it was still supposed to be a secret, so this was a good opportunity to do that.
As for Omega Man, I only knew that he had been escorted off-campus by the NHA Leadership Council, who had personally come themselves to escort him safely back to Hero Island. Fortunately, they dressed him first, giving him an extra-large Academy uniform to cover his nakedness until he could get a new costume on Hero Island. I didn’t get a chance to talk with Omega Man before he left. I only caught a glimpse of him talking with Mecha Knight and Stinger, two members of the NHA Leadership Council, as they walked past the Auditorium toward the Spinner vehicle that they would use to go back to Hero Island. So I had no idea what he was doing, either, though presumably, he was doing well.
I shook my head and began brushing my hair. All of that had only been a week ago. It felt like something from another universe. I was just grateful to be home at this point, where things had been blissfully quiet and ordinary since Jake and I got back. Even Ronny’s nighttime crying bothered me less. It was better than the gunshots of the Guardians, at least.
Satisfied that my hair looked as good as I could make it, I put my hairbrush down and walked out of my room. I heard voices floating up from the living room to the second floor, but it wasn’t until I walked down the stairs and entered the living room myself that I saw who was speaking.
Mom and Dad sat on the couch, with baby Ronny sleeping soundly in Mom’s arms. I couldn’t help but smile when I saw Ronny. Ever since returning from school, I’d made sure to check on him every day. I knew that Ronny was no longer in danger due to the fall of the Guardians, but I still wanted to make sure he was okay every day. He’d definitely grown a lot since last summer, though, and was growing all the time according to Mom. Guess that was just how babies were.
Jake leaned against the back of the couch, his arms folded under his chin. He was dressed in a black sleeveless shirt and red basketball shorts, which was his normal summer wear. I couldn’t help but find the resemblance between him and Dad striking, even though I knew they were related. He really did look like a younger version of Dad.
But the three guests sitting across from Mom and Dad were unexpected. Shade sat in one of our recliners, wearing her usual black leather outfit, her arms folded behind her head and a relaxed look on her face. Hogarth sat on a stool next to her. In contrast to Shade, Hogarth looked quite dignified in his dark suit, his blue tie standing out sharply against his white shirt.
Yet the most surprising guest of all was the man sitting in our other recliner. He was a middle-aged man, wearing a simple gray button-up shirt and slacks, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, revealing his massive, hairy forearms. Although his clothes were a reasonably good fit, his muscles still bulged against them and I was half-afraid that the buttons on his shirt might snap if he moved too much.
I almost didn’t recognize him, because he wasn’t wearing his ordinary costume. But when he looked at me and smiled, I realized it was Omega Man himself.
“Hello, Ashley,” said Omega Man in a calm, pleasant tone. “Sorry to bother you so early in the morning. I was simply catching up with your father here on what has happened since my hibernation.”
“I … er …” I gulped, for some reason thinking of Omega Man naked. “Nice to see you, too.”
“It’s been so awesome, Ash,” said Jake, hopping up and down on his feet. “Omega Man’s got all kinds of cool stories from the old days. He’s even cooler in person than in the videos!”
I had forgotten that Jake was a huge Omega Man fan, as evidenced by his black shirt, which actually had Omega Man’s logo stitched into the chest. That explained why Jake was up and at it so early. Normally he slept in even later than I did on summer mornings. Guess he couldn’t pass up a chance to talk to his favorite superhero ever.
“If you keep talking up Omega Man like that, I might get jealous, Jake,” said Dad in a mock hurt voice. “Although I can understand the sentiment.”
Omega Man chuckled and sipped his coffee mug. “There’s nothing to admire about an old fuddy-duddy who sleeps for over ten years while the world burns. Frankly, I’m surprised anyone remembers me, though I’m more surprised to see that you have kids, Bolt. I remember when you were still a young teenager who cared more about fun than family. Hard to imagine you as a parent.”
Dad laughed. “It’s been an adjustment, all right, but one I’m happy to make.”
I smiled. Omega Man was nicer than I thought. He almost reminded me of a grandparent with the way he spoke to Dad. It made me feel a lot more relaxed. I could see why Omega Man was one of the most popular superheroes in the world.
Omega Man sighed suddenly, however, and looked at me again, this time with a more serious expression. “But I didn’t come here merely to catch up. I thought I would personally give you, Ashley, some updates on how things have progressed at the Academy since school ended.”
“And don’t forget me,” Shade added. “I have a lot of updates to share as well.”
I looked at Shade uncertainly. I had been wondering what she and Hogarth were doing here, especially with the way Mom and Dad looked at them. Mom, in particular, was shooting daggers at Shade, who apparently didn’t notice. It made me wonder exactly what their personal history was. Probably a long story.
So I nodded and took a seat between Mom and Dad on the couch. I patted Ronny on the head gently before looking at Omega Man. “Before we start, why did you feel the need to talk to me in person? We have the Internet now.”
Omega Man chuckled. “We had the Internet in my day, too, but I’m a bit old-fashioned. If I’m going to thank someone, I want to thank them in person.”
“But why me?” I said. “I barely did anything to save you. Courtney and Theo did way more to free you from Overkill’s control than I did.”
Omega Man nodded. “True enough. I already thanked Courtney and Theo in person. Courtney’s parents were shocked when I came knocking, but they were pleasant enough, although Courtney herself seemed to have trouble speaking to me for some reason.”
I chuckled. Courtney’s parents were normals and she was the only super in her family. While even normals knew who Omega Man was, I couldn’t imagine how it must have affected Courtney to have the most famous superhero in the world personally pay her a visit to thank her. It probably made her beyond happy. I’d have to call her later to find out how she felt.
“Yes, your uncle Ted said Theo was very happy to see you,” said Dad.
“How is Theo doing, by the way?” I said, looking at Dad. “Is he still okay?”
“Your uncle Ted says he’s recovering well,” said Dad. He frowned. “But Theo’s injuries are pretty serious. He might not be going back to the Academy next year. Then again, you two might not be, either.”
“What?” I almost shouted to Dad. “What do you mean, we’re not going back to the Academy?”
Omega Man sipped his coffee again. “That’s one of the things I came to tell you about. The future of the Academy is currently in danger.”
“Why?” I said, looking at Omega Man again. “Did something happen?”
“Uh, yeah,” said Shade with a smirk. “You were there. It’s called ‘Omega Man destroying the Stadium and nearly killing everyone on campus.’ ”
“Yes,” said Omega Man in a somewhat embarrassed tone. “That.”
“Oh,” I said, leaning back against the couch. “I can see how that would be a problem.”
“I don’t,” said Jake, who was back behind the couch again, his voice coming from over my head. “No one died except some Guardians. Omega Man totally wrecked the Guardians. Everyone is safe. Who cares?”
“The Academy Board cares,” said Dad grimly. “And the students’ parents, the NHA, the INJ, the G-Men, and even some of the teachers themselves.”
“And we’re concerned, too, Kevin,” Mom added, reaching over me to pat Dad on the shoulder. “Not concerned enough to pull out Ashley or Jake, but …”
“To sum it up, the superhuman community, in general, is in an uproar over the Guardians’ attack on the Academy,” Omega Man explained. “Think of it like a group of Neo-Nazis attacking a Jewish school and you can see why so many people are upset.”
“Bingo,” said Shade with a nod. “Lots of super parents are concerned about the Guardians. The Academy’s always prided itself on keeping its students safe from hate groups like the Guardians. Yes, there was the Parasite attack last year, but Parasite is a super and he had help on the inside, which is why this situation is so much worse.”
I couldn’t say I was unaware of the uproar. I’d seen some articles and videos on Neo Ranks about the superhuman community’s response to the Guardians’ attack. I hadn’t looked into it too deeply, though, mostly because I didn’t want to worry myself over something I had no control over. But maybe I should have. Because then I would have been less surprised to hear Omega Man’s news.
“The Academy Board is seriously discussing shutting down the Academy permanently,” said Omega Man. “If that were to happen, students like yourself would need to be sent to either Turner or Blackwell or receive private tutoring at home. There’s even talk of reopening the old Academy campus on Hero Island for safety, although I am skeptical that will happen.”
“But if the Academy is shut down, then how am I going to get my Super Pills?” I said, putting a hand on my chest. “Or have Professor Hernandez monitor me?”
“I don’t have any answers to your questions,” said Omega Man. “But I do know that the Academy will probably not be shut down forever. Assuming it is shut down, it will probably be temporary, at least until they can ensure the safety of the students and faculty. You will probably find out within the next two weeks because that is when the Board will meet again to make a decision.”
I gulped. I half-wished I could go to the Board and appeal the decision myself, but knew that they probably wouldn’t care very much for the opinion of a single teenage girl. Especially because I knew that many Board members were skeptical of my presence in the Academy at all due to my condition.
“Speaking of the Guardians, we definitely won’t have to worry about those losers for a while,” said Shade, flashing a smirk. “With Overkill dead and most of his top lieutenants arrested, the Guardians are in genuine disarray. We still haven’t caught all of them yet, but it’s only a matter of time before we round up the last few stragglers.”
That sounded like good news to me, but Hogarth shot Shade a judgmental look, causing Shade to sigh and say, “Okay. So it’s not all sunshine and roses. Because we aren’t sure Overkill is actually dead.”
“What?” I said. “But I saw Omega Man blow him up with my own eyes. No one could have survived that.”
Shade rubbed the back of her neck. “That’s the thing. Our investigation into the Guardians has uncovered evidence that suggests that that might have been another body double. It’s hard to be sure, given how there’s pretty much nothing left of him, but that’s what our lead investigator thinks and our spies within the Guardians think so, too.”
I sighed heavily. “Why am I am not surprised to hear that?”
“Hey, Overkill’s probably going to stay low for a while,” said Shade, “if he survived. By capturing most of his lieutenants, we’ve crippled the Guardians’ power considerably. They will probably rebuild, but I imagine they won’t be a legitimate threat for a couple more years, at least, and that’s assuming we don’t just wipe them all out before then.”
“Hope so,” I said with a shudder. “Those guys are nuts.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” said Shade dryly. “In any case, I doubt you have anything to worry about. The Guardians probably won’t be coming after you or your family anytime soon. You guys are safe.”
For now, I mentally added but didn’t say that aloud. Mom and Dad were already aware of the dangers associated with the Guardians. If they thought we were safe, then I would just trust their judgment.
“These updates are nice and all, but there’s a huge question we’re all avoiding right now,” said Jake. He pointed at Omega Man. “You.”
“Me?” said Omega Man, raising an eyebrow. “What about me?”
“How you disappeared ten years ago,” said Jake. “And how you ended up underneath the Academy, among a million other questions I have.”
Omega Man chuckled. “Oh, that? To be blunt, I don’t remember.”
“What?” Jake and I said, loud enough to cause Ronny to wake up and look around in confusion. “You don’t remember?”
Omega Man raised a hand to pacify us. “It’s not a joke. I don’t remember how I ended up in there. The last thing I remember was being self-quarantined in my room in Hero Island to keep myself from spreading the Neo-Plague. Then I woke up ten years later under Overkill’s control and now I am here, in a world like the one I left, but different in many ways.”
I suddenly gulped. “You don’t still have the Neo-Plague, do you?”
“Surprisingly, no,” said Omega Man, shaking his head. “Although Healing Touch did give me the vaccine that Dean Hernandez developed when I got back to Hero Island, although don’t ask me how I was cured before. I don’t remember.”
“We think it’s the hibernation device that he was sleeping in,” said Shade. “The G-Men have excavated the device from the Underground and our top scientists and engineers are currently studying it. We think it messes with the brain of the person who is in it, though we don’t know who built it or where it came from. It’s way more advanced than anything we’ve seen, that’s for sure.”
Jake sighed in disappointment. “Dang it. And here I was hoping we’d finally get an answer to that question.”
“Hey, I’d like an answer more than anyone,” said Omega Man as he set his mug down on the plate in his other hand. He looked at his coffee and sighed. “Ten years of my life … that’s a lot of time for a person to lose, especially one at my age.”
Then Omega Man looked up at us again, his reassuring smile returning. “Luckily, I am working with Healing Touch and Brains to recover my lost memories. I’ve been spending a lot of time in the Hero Island Hospital, letting Brains search my mind and try to retrieve my missing memories. It’s slow-going, though, and I likely won’t remember anything substantial for a while. I do remember one thing, though.”
“Oh?” I said. “And what’s that?”
Omega Man smiled fondly like he was thinking back to better times. “The most beautiful woman in the world … Maria.”
“Maria?” I repeated. “Who is that?”
Omega Man laughed again. “How am I supposed to know? I’ve never been married, so she wasn’t my wife. Nor have I ever had a girlfriend with that name or any female relatives or friends. But I remember her all right, so that’s where I’m starting.”
Then Omega Man’s eyes narrowed. “But I also remember darkness. And fear. A lot of fear, but I don’t know what I was afraid of. Perhaps a nightmare I had, though the details escape me.”
Omega Man shook his head. “But never you mind that. I’ll have the answers I seek soon enough. In the meantime, you kids enjoy your summer. It’s been a long time since I was your age, but I remember how much I loved summer vacations as a kid.”
I nodded, smiling back. Omega Man really did remind me of Grandpa. Despite not knowing him very well, I felt like I could trust him.
Then Shade sat up and leaned forward. “And the G-Men, as I said, are also helping recover Omega Man’s memories. We’re deconstructing his stasis pod, which may hold clues to his past. But more importantly than that, Ashley, is that I’ve graded your and Sofia’s performance in SAP!”
Another thing that had slipped my mind since school let out, but when Shade mentioned it, I said, “How did we do?”
Shade clapped her hands together excitedly. “Both of you passed with flying colors! And you know what that means!”
“I, er, don’t,” I said awkwardly.
Shade held her hands together like she was in prayer. “It means you can come back to apprentice with us again next year! And it adds to your overall grade point average, meaning you are far more likely to graduate from the Academy in your fourth year. No need to thank me. I’m just that awesome.”
“Oh,” I said. “That’s nice of you. But if the Academy is closed next year, then I might not be able to apprentice with you.”
“Right,” said Shade, “but I’m sure we’ll figure something out. I just thought that you and Sofia did such a great job this year that I wrote up a glowing recommendation report for you two. Trust me, when you enter your fourth year, you are going to be really happy that I did that.”
I pursed my lips. Getting approval from Shade was nice and probably would help me, academically-speaking, but I didn’t look forward to apprenticing with her again. Yes, I might have helped her stop the Guardians, but I still wasn’t sure I liked or trusted her all that much. Plus, I was almost certain Shade was still trying to get me to become a G-Man agent when I graduated, which was probably the real reason she passed me and Sofia.
To be polite, however, I said, “Thanks, Director. I appreciate it.”
“Call me Shade,” said Shade with a smirk. “After all, we are besties now, right?”
Yeah, she was definitely trying to butter me up.
Omega Man finished his coffee and put it aside on the side table next to his recliner. “Well, that’s all I needed to share with you. It’s time for me to leave. I’ve learned a lot about this new world I’ve awakened in, but there’s still much for me to learn about.”
“We need to get going, too,” said Shade as she jumped to her feet, while Hogarth rose from the stool. “We’ve got lots of Guardians to round up and throw in jail. Right, Hogarth?”
Hogarth just rolled his eyes again, though his smile told me that he was a lot more amused than he seemed.
“See y’all later,” said Shade, waving at us. “And see you very soon, Ashley.”
With that, Shade, Hogarth, and Omega Man stepped into the shadow of the recliner, leaving me, my parents, Jake, and, of course, baby Ronny all by ourselves in our living room to think about what we’d just been told.
Jake sighed suddenly. “I wish Omega Man had stayed just a little while longer. I had a million questions I never got to ask him.”
“Jake, Omega Man doesn’t want to lose another ten years of his life answering your questions,” I said with a chuckle. “He’s got a life of his own, you know.”
Jake scowled and shook his head. “Guess it doesn’t matter. If the school closes next year, maybe I can just go to Hero Island and talk to Omega Man myself.”
“If the Academy closes next year, both of us are probably going back to John Smith High School here in town,” I said. I looked at Mom and Dad. “Right?”
“Actually …” Mom pulled out an envelope from her purse and handed it to me. “This came in the mail for you. Read it yourself.”
Curious, I looked at the letter that Mom gave me. It was made of fine white paper, with a royal-looking golden wax seal on the flap. Turning it around, I saw that it was apparently from the International Superbian Institute of Superhuman Training and was addressed to a ‘Ms. Ashley Jason.’
“The Institute?” I said. “Why did they send me a letter?”
Dad sighed. He didn’t look happy. “Read it yourself.”
Curious, I popped open the letter flap and began reading. My jaw dropped as I read the message:
Dear Ms. Jason,
We are writing to you today to let you know that your submission to attend the International Superbian Institute of Superhuman Excellence has been accepted.
Starting on September 1st, 2037, you will be attending the International Superbian Institute of Superhuman Training for your third-year of schooling. Your Academy grades will carry over to the Institute and the courses you pass at the Institute will transfer over to the Academy in your fourth year. All your travel expenses, including your airline ticket, will be paid for by the Institute.
Please go online at our website and type in the code below to find your flight schedule, contact the Institute, and update your Institute profile.
Sincerely,
President Franklin Marcus, President of the Republic of Superbia.




CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


Dear diary, 
My second year at the Academy was even crazier than the first. Between finding the Lost Hero, defeating the Guardians, apprenticing under Shade, and becoming one of the Academy’s Co-Champions, it was an eventful year. I learned a lot about myself, my powers, and what I was capable of at that time. My relationships were tested and strained to the breaking, but ultimately came out stronger in the end. I even got better control over my condition, which was nice.
Oh, and Nisha did graduate and currently is working for the Neohero Alliance in Georgia, which is apparently where she’s from. She sent me a text after I got home telling me such. Made me feel really proud of her, although I was going to miss her. She’d been a good mentor and really helped me grow as a super and as a person.
But I still wasn’t cured. I was still on track to die before I turned twenty-one. And now I’d made even more enemies in the real world. I’d come face to face with blind, naked hatred, the kind most people never see. It was a hatred I didn’t even realize that people could express, much less one I’d ever see myself.
Hopefully, my third-year will be better. I’ve always wanted to travel to Superbia, so this was a good excuse to go. And it wasn’t like I was going in alone. Jake might not be with me, but at least I’d get to see Barrett. With the Academy closed, Barrett would probably have to complete his third year in the Institute, too. That meant there would be at least one familiar face at the Institute.
Have to admit, it’s weird that President Marcus himself signed the welcome letter for me, but I looked online and that’s pretty normal. My cursory Internet search shows me that the Institute is generally more formal and strict than the Academy, so that’s probably why the President signed it.
In any case, Superbia should be Guardian-free, so I shouldn’t have to worry about Overkill’s followers trying to avenge their leader. Most likely, it was going to be safe, boring, and normal (or as normal as anything supers do, anyway).
Right?
Ashley Jason, Silvers, Texas, May 2037
-

Ashley Jason returns in Ashley Jason and the Dragon King, where she comes face to face with the powerful Dragon King himself, who has greater plans for Ashley than she knows. Continue reading for a preview of that book!
I hope you enjoyed my little tale. Please don't forget to give this book a quick review wherever you bought it. Even just a two-word, "Liked it" or "Hated it" review helps so much. Positive or negative, I am grateful for all feedback from my readers.




PREVIEW: Ashley Jason and the Dragon King CHAPTER ONE


Monday, August 24th, 1:04 AM, 2037 … 
I jerked and looked around. The forest around me was nearly pitch-black. The rustling leaves, caused by a sharp, cold breeze, made me feel like I was surrounded on all sides. A sliver of moonlight peaked in through the treetops above, but it wasn’t nearly enough to let me see my surroundings.
And it wouldn’t protect me from the voice.
I kept walking like I always did whenever I heard the voice. I wanted to run, but couldn’t. Or maybe didn’t want to. Something deep down in my soul told me that running wouldn’t save me from the voice.
“I see you.”
The voice—slippery, feminine, yet cruel and colder than a corpse—whipped through my ears like a knife. Fear overwhelmed my heart and sweat broke out across every inch of my body.
Abandoning all reason, thought, and logic, I ran through the forest. Leaves crunched under my bare feet, twigs and fallen branches scraped against the soles of my feet, and low-hanging branches and thick bushes cut against my thighs, arms, and belly.
I didn’t remember losing my clothes and only being in my underwear. But then, I didn’t remember a lot of things, like how I got here in the first place. I only knew that this was not the first time I had visited this place and that every visit had always ended the same way.
Harsh, vindictive laughter echoed through the forest. It was as if the trees themselves were laughing at me. Through the slivers of light from the moon above, I saw cruel, vile faces start to appear on the trees. And they all said the same thing:
“I see you.”
Oh, God. Oh, God. Please. Please save me.
Without warning, I burst out of the trees and found myself standing at the edge of a cliff. The cliff was impossibly tall. Even with the light from the moon above, the bottom of the cliff was pitch-black. Yet I could hear whispers of creatures below that belonged to no language I’d ever heard. Without being able to even see them, I knew they weren’t human.
Why?
Because they had eaten me before, of course.
Reaching the cliff, I knew exactly what was going to happen next. A rustling of trees behind me and—
The trees rustled behind me. I whirled around, my body quivering with fear. I wish I had clothes on, but I never did. Not that it would have protected me from what was about to happen next.
“I see you.”
The voice startled me. Instinctively, I backed up and nearly fell over the cliff, catching myself only at the last second. Breathing hard, I didn’t even look over my shoulder. My eyes were fixed on the tree line before me. It was in there. It knew where I was.
And I knew it was going to kill me.
More rustling in the trees, causing me to almost jump again. It was here. Dang it. Why did it have to be here? Why?
But the figure who stepped out from the trees wasn’t it. He was a male teenager clad in a red-and-purple spandex costume. On his chest was an insect design that reminded me of a tick. His eyes peered out from the holes of his mask, confusion etched in them.
“Parasite?” I said in a low voice. “What are you doing here?”
Parasite simply blinked. “I was going to ask you the same question. You shouldn’t be here.”
Without warning, Parasite exploded into gas and smoke. Before I could react to that, however, the voice echoed out from the trees again, this time far hungrier:
“I see you!”
From out of the tree line—just like so many times before—emerged something that looked like a woman, but wasn’t. A black substance—maybe blood, maybe not—dripped from the corners of its mouth as it dragged its body out of the trees. Sagging, torn breasts hung from its chest, barely covered by a black dress that looked like it had been robbed from the corpse of a Victorian woman. Its stringy, white hair looked like dead grass, hanging flat down its head with mud and blood clotted in it.
The creature stank of mud and blood, too, but its eyes were the worst. Huge, white, and pupil-less, its eyes bore into my soul. I froze, staring into the creature’s gaze, feeling my entire body become numb to my mind’s commands.
A long, slimy, purple tongue licked the creature’s decaying lips. “I see you, Ashley Jason.”
The second I heard the creature’s voice, I screamed. My scream echoed even louder than the creature’s voice. Fear completely demolished my heart and what little rational thought I had left departed me entirely.
And then I fell over backward and fell to my death, still screaming even as the tentacles of something caught me and brought me into the hot, moist mouth of something I never saw … and the jaws closed tightly around my body.
-

“Ashley! Wake up, girl! It’s okay!”
My eyes shot open. I sat up so fast I nearly hurled. My heart hammered in my chest, my whole body was drenched in sweat, and I thought for a moment that I saw the creature sitting at the end of my mattress, grinning at me with its fungus-covered, broken teeth.
But then I blinked and the creature was gone. Instead, I found myself looking into the face of a nineteen-year-old black girl, her usually braided hair messy and down. Her eyes were full of concern for me, her lips turned in a worried frown.
“C-Cora?” I said, breathing in and out hard. “What … what happened? Where am I?”
“Heck if I know,” said Cora, though she was trembling slightly herself. “You just started screaming all of a sudden. It sounded like you were dying.”
I blinked. “You mean I didn’t?”
“You mean I—?” Cora shook her head. “Do I look dead to you, girl? ‘Cause I’m pretty sure that heaven doesn’t look like my room, which doesn’t even have any streets of gold.”
Startled, I looked around at my surroundings, which were illuminated by the lamp on Cora’s bed stand next to her bed.
I was on the floor of Cora’s room, sleeping on her extra mattress at the foot of her bed. The walls of her room were covered in posters of her favorite boy bands, with my eyes lingering on the poster of The Neos—a band composed entirely of superhumans—directly above her bed. Next to that poster, the window was closed, with blue curtains drawn over them, though the bright light from the moon was still visible.
Directly in front of my mattress was the old, creaky wooden door to Cora’s room, upon which hung a full-size mirror. This allowed me to catch a glimpse of my pale, sweaty face. I looked even worse than I thought. My brown hair was completely messed up and my eyes were so big that they scared even me. My pink cat t-shirt was drenched in sweat, while I’d somehow tossed my blankets off my legs, which explained why I felt so cold. The air was cool thanks to the air conditioning, cold enough to even make me shiver.
I gulped. “Y-Yeah. No streets of gold.”
Cora, who sat at the foot of my mattress in her own white t-shirt with a symbol of The Neos on her chest, leaned toward me with a frown. “What happened? Did you have your nightmare again? I’ve never heard you scream that way before.”
I shuddered and wrapped my arms around my body in a futile attempt to stay warm. “Y-Yes. It was the nightmare again.”
Cora’s frown deepened. “Deep, dark forest, scary woman-like thing chasing you, and then you falling off a cliff into the mouth of something you can’t even see?”
I took a deep breath and exhaled. “Yes. You sound like you saw it yourself.”
“Naw,” said Cora with a shake of her head. “I only know as much as I do because I’ve spent way too many phone calls listening to you describe it to me. If we weren’t best friends, I wouldn’t even bother.”
I nodded shakily. “I know. It’s just … it’s just been so real. If you experienced it yourself, you would get it.”
“I know,” said Cora. She smiled. “But on the bright side, it’s just a nightmare. You’re here, in my house, safely on my spare inflatable mattress. No one’s gonna get you here. And if anyone tried, they’d have to go through me first.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, you’re right. But it wasn’t the normal nightmare.”
Cora raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean? Was there something different?”
“Yes,” I said, nodding. “Parasite appeared at one point and he said ‘You shouldn’t be here.’ ”
Cora’s frown returned, though this time it looked a lot angrier. “Parasite? Wasn’t he that crazy guy who tried to kill you and your classmates a couple of years ago?”
“Is,” I corrected. “Parasite is still out there. But yes, that’s him.”
Cora tilted her head to the other side. “Why were you dreaming about him if you haven’t seen him in forever?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “And I don’t know why he said that. It’s all so confusing.”
Cora nodded. “You said it. I wish I could help, but I’m not much of a dream interpreter. They don’t teach that in normal schools.”
I chuckled again. “Trust me, the Academy doesn’t have a course on that, either. I have no idea why I’ve been having this dream.”
Cora poked me in the chest. “Yes, you do. It’s that new Super Pill you’ve been taking, the one your professor gave you before you came back home. That’s when you started experiencing this nightmare, right?”
Cora was right. Before I left the Academy last year, Professor Dean Hernandez, my Neogenetics professor and an accomplished neogeneticist in his own right, had given me a new and improved Super Pill based on the feedback I’d given him over the last couple of years ago. This version of the Super Pill—an experimental medicine designed to help regulate my Hernandez’s Disease genetic disorder—was only meant to be taken once a week, which was a big improvement from the last version, which needed to be taken once every two days.
But Cora was also right that since I started taking the Super Pill, I’d been having this exact same nightmare over and over again. It was always the same and never changed, which was why I found Parasite’s presence in it weird. And scary.
I nodded reluctantly. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. The Super Pill seems to be doing this.”
“Have you told your professor?” said Cora. “You’re still keeping in contact with him, right?”
I sighed. “Yeah. I talk to him via holo-phone once a week. I also email him my weekly reports on how I feel. But I haven’t mentioned the nightmare to him yet.”
“Why not?” asked Cora in a stunned voice. “I’m no doctor, but my mom, who is, always says you should contact your doctor if you start experiencing any unintended side effects from medicine. No matter how good it might make you feel.”
That was the kicker. The new Super Pill I took not only dulled the pain caused by my condition completely but even made me feel great. It was kind of like taking painkillers, only I wasn’t addicted. That’s what I told myself, anyway. I needed it to survive. You can’t be addicted to something you need, right?
Right?
In any case, Cora’s statement got to the heart of my fear. I didn’t want to tell Professor Hernandez about this in case he decided to make me stop taking it or even revert to an earlier formula.
Now, however, it was starting to look like I was going to have to, especially with the way Cora looked at me.
“He doesn’t need to know about it,” I said. “It’s just a nightmare. People have nightmares all the time. It’s nothing to worry about.”
“Nothing to worry about?” said Cora. “Ash, you’ve been losing too much sleep from this nightmare. It’s freaking you out, messing with your mind. That doesn’t sound like nothing to me.”
I bit my lower lip, but once again found myself unable to argue with Cora. Even though I was a bit more intellectual than Cora, she always seemed to win whatever arguments we had, especially ones about my health. Guess there’re benefits to having a nurse as a mom. And studying nursing yourself, as Cora was doing.
“First thing tomorrow morning, I want you to call up your professor and tell him about the nightmare,” Cora said. “Tell him everything you’ve told me. Don’t leave out any details. This is for your health. Got it?”
I nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
Cora chuckled. “No need to call me ‘ma’am.’ I’m the same age as you. Just do it, okay? I’ll even give you some privacy when you do it. Although I might listen in just to make sure you actually tell your prof about the nightmare.”
I nodded once again. “Okay. I’ll give him a call tomorrow, but not in the morning. We’ve got a call scheduled for tomorrow night at seven. I’ll tell him then.”
Cora pursed her lips but nodded. “Fine. I suppose that’s acceptable. Do you think you will be able to go back to sleep?”
I yawned. “Yeah, I think so. I’m not as scared now, but … can you keep your lamp on? Just to be safe?”
Cora smiled. “Sure thing, Ash. See ya in the morning. Sleep tight.”
With that, Cora crawled back into her bed and under her covers. At the same time, I lay back down on my mattress, pulling my blankets up to my chin. Within seconds, I heard Cora’s loud snoring above me as she immediately fell to sleep.
I didn’t, though. No, I spent a few more minutes pondering how I was going to tell Professor Hernandez that I hadn’t been entirely honest with him about the effects of the Super Pill on me since I started taking it. Professor Hernandez was all the way in Washington, D.C., but that didn’t mean it was a smart idea to anger him. I’d seen Professor Hernandez angry before and, I assure you, you wouldn’t like Professor Hernandez when he’s angry.
I also thought about the nightmare itself. In particular, I focused on the scene with Parasite and what he told me.
I suppose it was just another part of the nightmare. Even though it had been a while since I last thought about Parasite, who knew what went on in my subconscious? Maybe my subconscious had been worrying about Parasite a lot lately or something.
But I didn’t think so. Parasite didn’t act like he was just a figment of my imagination.
He acted like he was real.
-

Read the rest of Ashley Jason and the Dragon King HERE!






NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR


Dear reader, 
Thanks for reading Ashley Jason and the Lost Hero! It was a really fun book to write. Overkill is probably one of my favorite villains to write. Even though he’s a total psycho, he really made Ashley and everyone else work to beat him. Plus, it was also fun bringing back Shade, who some of y’all might remember from earlier Neoverse books when she was just the right-hand woman to the former Director of the G-Men.
I hope you are as excited for the third book in the series as I am! In Ashley Jason and the Dragon King, we finally get to visit Barrett’s home country of Superbia, the first and only superhuman nation in the world. Ruled by the benevolent President Franklin Marcus, Superbia seems like a superhuman utopia to Ashley ... until she discovers that things are far from what they seem in Superbia, especially President Marcus.
Ashley Jason and the Dragon King is now available for purchase HERE!
I’d also appreciate if you could leave an honest review on Amazon. I always appreciate feedback from readers, both positive and negative. Even a simple two-word ‘Liked it’ or ‘Hated it’ is much appreciated.
Thanks,
Lucas Flint, Cherokee, Texas, October 2020
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Curious about how Ashley’s dad, Bolt, came to know Franklin ‘Dragon King’ Marcus? And the origin of the country of Superbia?
Then check out The Heroes of Hope’s Cape, a free Ashley Jason short story. Set 16 years before Ashley Jason and the Superhero Academy, Bolt and Dragon King team up to investigate rumors of supers being enslaved on the mysterious island of Hope’s Cape, where they end up facing the sadistic Science Master and his army of soldiers armed with enough powerless gas to leave even the mightiest super weak.
The Heroes of Hope’s Cape is a freebie for joining my weekly newsletter (which you can join HERE!), where, in addition to the free short story, you get:
	New release announcements before anyone else
	Previews and sample chapters of upcoming books
	Behind the scenes information on books and characters (ask me about a cut character from the Ashley Jason books whose appearance would have totally changed the series)
	And more!

So what are you waiting for? Get your free short story today HERE!




Join my Discord!


Hey there! 
Did you love this book?
Do you love my books?
Do you want a fun place to talk with fellow fans and readers of my books?
Do you want to ask me questions about the characters I’ve created, the worlds I write about, and pretty much anything else on your mind?
Then join my growing Discord community! We have a ton of channels where you can talk about my books with fellow readers. Share theories, ask questions, and talk about your favorite books with other fans.
Additionally, we have monthly dedicated AMAs with yours truly! So if you have any burning questions about my books, characters, stories, or anything, that’s the place to be.
If that sounds like your thing, then join my Discord HERE!
See ya,
Lucas Flint
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